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ABSTRACT 

My dissertation examines Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils (i.e., 

Malebranche’s reconciliation of the existence of God with the existence of natural evils). 

In Chapter 1, entitled “The Conceptual Possibility of Natural Evils,” I explain how 

Malebranche conceives of certain natural things (e.g., pains, deformities/monstrosities, 

and disasters) as natural evils. Chapter 1 is preliminary: it clarifies Malebranche’s 

conception of natural evils as certain deviations from the biological forms that agree with 

the dictates of God’s Reason or wisdom. In Chapter 2, entitled “The Physical Possibility 

of Natural Evils,” I explain how Malebranche’s God produces natural evils in the 

physical world. Similar to Chapter 1, Chapter 2 is preliminary: it clarifies the causal 

involvement of Malebranche’s God in His production of natural evils, and it therefore 

specifies His activities that are to be reconciled with His absolute perfection. In Chapter 

3, entitled “The Theological Possibility of Natural Evils,” I reconstruct Malebranche’s 

theodicy for natural evils by explaining how Malebranche’s God – who is by definition 

absolutely perfect – performs the aforespecified activities that result in natural evils. On 

my reconstruction, Malebranche’s God is determined by His absolute perfection – His 

Reason or wisdom, more precisely – to bring about natural evils, so natural evils do not 

pose any threat to His absolute perfection, and, accordingly, the existence of God is 

reconciled with the existence of natural evils. In light of this examination of 

Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils, I make clear Malebranche’s contribution to the 

early modern development of rationalism: Malebranche articulates the central role of 

God’s Reason or wisdom in determining the purposes and causal histories of natural 

things, which amounts to the rationalization of the normative and descriptive dimensions 

of nature, respectively. 
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INTRODUCTION 

We live in an imperfect world. Evils such as pains, deformities, and disasters 

surround us. While the existence of evils is fairly consistent with atheists’ worldview, it 

poses a major problem for traditional theists, who believe in God as an absolutely perfect 

being. The problem is often formulated as follows: (a) if God exists, then there exists an 

omnibenevolent, omnipotent, and omniscient being, which necessarily eliminates the 

existence of evils; (b) evils exist; (c) hence, God does not exist.1 How can God co-exist 

with evils? This challenge is known as the problem of evil.2 A theodicy solves this 

problem by reconciling God with evils.3 The early modern period (c. 1600-c. 1800) was 

the golden age of theodicies, and some notable early modern theodicians were Descartes, 

Arnauld, Malebranche, and Leibniz. 

While these early modern theodicians sought to reconcile God with evils, their 

theodicies differed because they grappled with three different types of evils: (a) 

metaphysical evils; (b) natural evils; (c) moral evils. Metaphysical evils are creaturely 

imperfections (i.e., the imperfections creatures possess in virtue of not being God): 

1 Given that traditional theists conceive of God’s absolute perfection as multifaceted, this 

common formulation is not the only possible one. For example, one may insist that because there 

are evils, there is not any being that governs the world wisely, but God – by the definition of 

traditional theism as an absolutely perfect being – governs the world in a way that expresses His 

infinite wisdom, so the God of traditional theism does not exist. As we will see in ch. 3, this is the 

formulation Malebranche tackles in his defense of traditional theism. I will henceforth refer to 

traditional theism simply as “theism,” and the God of traditional theism simply as “God,” unless 

necessary for disambiguation. 

 
2 More precisely, this challenge is the logical problem of evil, as opposed to the 

evidential problem of evil: the logical problem of evil takes the existence of evils to render the 

existence of God logically impossible, whereas the evidential problem of evil takes the existence 

of evils to render the existence of God improbable. 

 
3 The English word “theodicy” or the French word “théodicée” is derived from the Greek 

words theos (“God”) and dikē (“justice”), which denote the justification of God (vis-à-vis the 

existence of evils). 
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plants’ inability to move themselves, animals’ inability to think, humans’ inability to read 

minds, etc.4 Natural evils are untoward effects that result from the operation of nature: 

pains, deformities (“monstrosities”5), disasters, etc. Moral evils are culpable 

wrongdoings: adulteries, blasphemies, murders, etc. This was the standard taxonomy of 

evils in the early modern period, as adopted by Leibniz, King, and Clarke.6 In response to 

4 Although it is indisputable that all creatures are imperfect, it is still disputable whether 

all creaturely imperfections are evils. For example, most Scholastic philosophers do not consider 

all creaturely imperfections to be evils. Aquinas affirms that if all creaturely imperfections were 

evils, “anything would be evil, from that it does not have the good of another thing, seeing that a 

human would be evil, because he does not have the velocity of a roe, or the fortitude of a lion” 

(ST Ia, q. 48, a. 3). Similarly, Suárez affirms that if all creaturely imperfections were evils, “every 

creature would be evil, for the reason that it would not have the perfection of the Creator” (DM 

XI.i.3). What grounds their position is the Scholastic distinction between (a) inappropriate 

creaturely imperfections (i.e., privations as evil imperfections) and (b) appropriate creaturely 

imperfections (i.e., mere limitations as non-evil imperfections). Given this distinction, for 

example, one’s inability to walk may be an evil, but one’s inability to fly may not be an evil, even 

though both are creaturely imperfections. In the early modern period, nonetheless, many 

philosophers defend the opposite position. In his reply to Bourguet, for example, Leibniz 

maintains that all creaturely imperfections are evils (i.e., metaphysical evils): “concerning the 

metaphysical evil, you say, I do not consider it an evil; but, Sir, if you admit Metaphysical good, 

the privation [i.e., negation] of this good will be a metaphysical evil” (G III 574). It is important 

to note that Leibniz identifies privation with negation. As Leibniz clarifies, “the privative 

[privativum] is, what one calls negation” (G VII 195). Accordingly, Leibniz’s idea is that because 

one considers the affirmation or presence of divine perfections to be a metaphysical good, one 

must consider the negation or absence of divine perfections (i.e., a creaturely imperfection) to be 

a metaphysical evil, which implies that all creaturely imperfections are (metaphysical) evils. But 

not every early modern philosopher defends Leibniz’s position. For example, Descartes draws the 

Scholastic distinction between (a) privations as inappropriate imperfections and (b) mere 

limitations as appropriate imperfections. As Descartes points out, “error is not a pure negation 

[i.e., a mere limitation], but a privation, or the lack of some knowledge that should be in me” (AT 

VII 55). Hence, for Descartes, only some creaturely imperfections are (metaphysical) evils. But 

what I attempt to present here is Leibniz’s standard interpretation of metaphysical evils, which 

prevails in the early modern period. So I will not consider the Scholastic distinction between two 

types of creaturely imperfections in this context.  

 
5 Both Malebranche and Leibniz refer to deformed beings as “monsters [monstres]” 

(OCM XII 126; G VI 261). 

 
6 As Leibniz notes, “metaphysical evil consists in simple imperfection, physical [or 

natural] evil in suffering and moral evil in sin” (G VI 115). Similarly, King indicates that “by evil 

of imperfection [i.e., metaphysical evil] I understand the absence of perfections or advantages, 

which are present elsewhere or in other things. By natural, pains, molestations, inconveniences, 

and the frustrations of appetites . . . . By moral, depraved choices, namely harms to us or others” 

(De Origine Mali, 36). Clarke also affirms that “all that we call evil is either an evil of 
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these three different types of evils, early modern theodicians typically offered three types 

of theodicies: theodicies for metaphysical evils, natural evils, and moral evils, 

respectively. 

Among these three types of theodicies, theodicies for natural evils are especially 

challenging. This is because early modern theodicians can reconcile God with 

metaphysical evils and moral evils simply by appealing to their contribution to the overall 

perfection of the universe. Let us first consider metaphysical evils. Many early modern 

imperfection, as the want of certain faculties and excellencies which other creatures have, or 

natural evil, as pain, death, and the like, or moral evil, as all kinds of vice” (A Demonstration of 

the Being and Attributes of God, 78-79). In his Remarques sur le Livre de l’origine du mal, 

Leibniz claims that his taxonomy of evils is the same as that of King (G VI 406), but it is 

debatable – among Leibniz’s commentators – whether Leibniz’s physical evils are really the same 

as King’s natural evils. The traditional interpretation treats them as identical. But Maria 

Antognazza has recently refuted their identity on the grounds that the former are the 

consequences of moral evils, whereas the latter are not primarily the consequences of moral evils 

(“Metaphysical Evil Revisited,” 122-123). For the sake of simplicity, I will adopt the traditional 

interpretation, and I will not consider Maria Antognazza’s interpretation. In terms of the 

taxonomy of evils presented above, admittedly, there is still a disagreement among early modern 

philosophers on whether metaphysical evils consist of all or some creaturely imperfections. 

However, if we suspend this disagreement and follow Leibniz’s standard interpretation of 

metaphysical evils, then this taxonomy of evils encompasses all the possible types of evils 

discussed by early modern philosophers. In spite of its prominence in the early modern period, 

this taxonomy of evils does not seem to provide a clear-cut distinction between metaphysical 

evils and natural evils, for natural evils seem reducible to metaphysical evils. Indeed, Leibniz 

sometimes treats natural evils as part of metaphysical evils. As Leibniz explains, “metaphysical 

evil, [is the kind of evil] of which monsters and other apparent irregularities of the universe 

furnish some examples” (G VI 86). Hence, some of Leibniz’s commentators argue that the 

category of natural evils is merely a sub-category of the category of metaphysical evils. For 

example, Michael Latzer argues that for Leibniz, “the category of metaphysical evil includes . . . 

[the category of] physical [or natural] evils, which . . . are specific sorts of [creaturely] 

imperfection” (“Leibniz’s Conception of Metaphysical Evil,” 9). But most of Leibniz’s 

commentators regard the category of natural evils and the category of metaphysical evils as 

mutually exclusive, even though natural evils may still be ontologically dependent on 

metaphysical evils. For example, Charlie Broad argues that “he [i.e., Leibniz] distinguishes three 

kinds of evil, which he calls metaphysical, moral, and physical [or natural]. . . . Metaphysical is 

limitation. . . . metaphysical evil is supposed to be fundamental, and physical [or natural] evil and 

moral evil are supposed to be dependent on it” (Leibniz: An Introduction, 159; see also Bertrand 

Russell, A Critical Exposition of the Philosophy of Leibniz, 233-234). Because this interpretive 

issue is far beyond the scope of my current project, I will adopt the common interpretation and 

treat the category of natural evils and the category of metaphysical evils as mutually exclusive.  
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theodicians argue that metaphysical evils render the universe more perfect by 

diversifying God’s creatures: if there were no metaphysical evils, God’s creatures would 

be identical, and the universe would be less perfect overall. As Descartes argues, “greater 

perfection in a certain way exists in the whole universe, because certain parts of it are not 

immune from errors, but others are, than if all were plainly similar” (AT VII 61).7 In a 

similar vein, many early modern theodicians argue that moral evils render the universe 

more perfect by allowing for humans’ free wills and humans’ free obedience to God: if 

there were no moral evils, then humans would not have free wills and the capacity to 

freely obey God,8 and the universe would be less perfect overall. As Bayle argues:  

7 Even though Descartes only takes some creaturely imperfections (e.g., the lack of the 

immunity from errors) to be metaphysical evils and thus deviates from Leibniz’s standard 

interpretation of metaphysical evils, the way Descartes reconciles God with metaphysical evils 

does not differ from that of Leibniz. As Leibniz maintains, a perfect universe should consist of 

the creatures of God that are imperfect at different degrees, just as “the pipes of an organ stop 

[that is perfect] should not be equal” (G VI 263). Given that Descartes is clearer in articulating 

how God can be reconciled with metaphysical evils, I use Descartes instead of Leibniz as an 

example above. Indeed, the way Descartes or Leibniz reconciles God with metaphysical evils 

may originate in Aquinas: “for the universe would not be perfect, if only one grade of goodness 

were found in things” (ST Ia, q. 47, a. 2) and “the perfection of the universe requires inequality to 

exist in things, so that all grades of goodness be filled” (ST Ia, q. 48, a. 2). For a detailed study of 

the relation between the diversity of (God’s) creatures and the perfection of the universe in the 

history of philosophy, see Arthur Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of 

an Idea. 

 
8 For contemporary philosophers, however, even if there were no moral evils, God’s 

creatures such as humans could still have free wills because humans could act freely without 

committing any culpable wrongdoings. As John Mackie says, “God was not, then, faced with a 

choice between making innocent automata and making beings who, in acting freely, would 

sometimes go wrong: there was open to him the obviously better possibility of making beings who 

would act freely but always go right” (“Evil and Omnipotence,” 209; emphasis added). But as we 

will see later, early modern theodicians typically deny this possibility, since they insist that the 

free wills of humans immediately produce moral evils, so God cannot introduce the free wills of 

humans into the universe without introducing moral evils. Descartes may be an exception, 

however, for Descartes seems to believe that the free wills of humans do not necessitate moral 

evils. In the fourth Meditation, for example, Descartes writes that “so where do my errors 

proceed? . . . when the will extends wider than the intellect [cum latius pateat voluntas quam 

intellectus], [when] I do not restrict it [i.e., the will] within the same limits, but extend it [i.e., the 

will] to those things that I do not understand; since it [i.e., the will] is indifferent to them, it easily 

deflects from the true and the good, and thus I both mistake and sin” (AT VII 58), but “it could be 
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Human nature having been of one of the Beings that He [i.e., God] willed 

to produce, He created a man and a woman, granted them among other 

favors free will, so that they had the power to obey Him [at their will]. 

(Cited in G VI 163) 

 

And the universe is thereby rendered more perfect on Bayle’s account. In response, 

Leibniz affirms that “this proposition [from Bayle] . . . must be admitted without 

difficulty” (G VI 164), but Leibniz also notes explicitly that “free will is the immediate 

cause of the evil of sin [i.e., moral evils]” (G VI 288).9 Since both metaphysical evils and 

moral evils render the universe more perfect, they do not pose any serious threat to God 

as an absolutely perfect being. 

In contrast, early modern theodicians have significant difficulty reconciling God 

with natural evils (e.g., the 1755 Lisbon earthquake), for natural evils prima facie 

easily brought about by God, that, even if I remained free, and of finite knowledge, I should 

nonetheless never err; certainly if either He had inserted to my intellect the clear and distinct 

perception of all the things of which I was ever to deliberate; or simply if He had so firmly 

impressed on the memory that I could never forget that I ought not to judge anything that I did 

not understand clearly and distinctly” (AT VII 61). But as I understand it, Descartes may still 

agree that the free wills of humans as finite beings immediately produce moral evils, since 

humans, insofar as they are mere humans, may have neither (a) clear and distinct perceptions of 

all the things that they contemplate nor (b) the perfect memory that they ought to only judge 

things that they understand clearly and distinctly. 

 
9 This is akin to what is traditionally known as the free will theodicy: even though free 

wills immediately bring about moral evils, they still render the universe more perfect, and this 

explains how God can be reconciled with moral evils. Most contemporary theodicians adopt the 

free will theodicy for moral evils. For example, Alvin Plantinga notes that “a really top-notch 

universe requires the existence of free, rational, and moral agents; and some of the free creatures 

He created went wrong. But the universe with the free creatures it contains and the evil they 

commit is better than it would have been had it contained neither the free creatures nor this evil” 

(God, Freedom, and Evil, 27), and “a world containing creatures who are sometimes significantly 

free (and freely perform more good than evil actions) is more valuable, all else being equal, than 

a world containing no free creatures at all. Now God can create free creatures, but he cannot 

cause or determine them to do only what is right. For if he does so, then they are not significantly 

free after all; they do not do what is right freely. To create creatures capable of moral good, 

therefore, he must create creatures capable of moral evil; and he cannot leave these creatures free 

to perform evil and at the same time prevent them from doing so. God did in fact create 

significantly free creatures; but some of them went wrong in the exercise of their freedom: this is 

the source of moral evil” (The Nature of Necessity, 166-167). For more discussion of the free will 

theodicy, see John Hick, Evil and the God of Love, 265-271. 



x

 

diminish the perfection of the universe.10 It is not for nothing that Voltaire in Candide 

ridicules Pangloss for his optimistic claim that “those who have advanced that all is good 

[tout est bien], have said a foolish thing: one should say that all is at the best [tout est au 

mieux]” (7). Early modern theodicians are clear that there is a genuine tension between 

natural evils and the perfection of the universe, which threatens their intended 

reconciliation of God with natural evils. In Malebranche’s Entretiens sur la métaphysique 

et sur la religion, for example, his spokesperson Theodore eloquently articulates this 

theodician tension between natural evils and the perfection of the universe: “the Universe 

is thus the most perfect that God can make? But what! So many monsters, so many 

disorders, . . . does all that contribute to the perfection of the Universe?” (OCM XII 211) 

Clearly, there is not any simple way to demonstrate how natural evils contribute to the 

perfection of the universe, which strongly suggests that there is not any absolutely perfect 

being that cares for the universe. But early modern theodicians take God to be such a 

being. Considering this apparently irreconcilable conflict between natural evils and God, 

theodicies for natural evils are especially challenging among those three types of 

theodicies. 

Admittedly, the reconciliation of God with natural evils can be rendered less 

difficult, if one treats natural evils as lacking any positive reality, such that natural evils 

exist negatively as non-beings alone (i.e., natural evils do not exist positively as beings). 

Indeed, many notable early modern theodicians uphold this negative conception of 

10 Unsurprisingly, natural evils remain the hardest cases even for contemporary 

theodicians. Historically, there have appeared three principal types of theodicies for natural evils: 

John Hick’s soul-making theodicy (Evil and the God of Love), Richard Swinburne’s free will 

theodicy (Providence and the Problem of Evil), and Bruce Reichenbach’s natural law theodicy 

(Evil and a Good God). For a cogent refutation of these three major types of theodicies for natural 

evils, see Nick Trakakis, “Is Theism Capable of Accounting for Any Natural Evil at All?” 
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natural evils, especially in the case of monstrosities (i.e., deformities). For example, 

Leibniz offers the following example of monstrosities: “when an intelligent being loses 

its good sense [i.e., understanding], without pain and without sin . . . will you not count 

that as an evil [i.e., a monstrosity as a natural evil]?” (G III 574). On Leibniz’s account, 

the natural evils of monstrosities are non-beings, because they are nothing but the 

absences or lacks of certain perfections that ought to be present in creatures (e.g., the 

congenital absences or lacks of complete limbs in human infants). This negative 

conception of natural evils is mainly found in the Scholastic tradition, for Suárez argues 

that “natural evil is every privation of a natural good owed to a nature” (DM XI.ii.2), and 

Aquinas argues that “[natural] evil is in some substance because something [i.e., a 

perfection] that . . . it ought to have is absent [deficit] in it” (SG III.5-6). Indeed, this is 

traditionally known as the privation theory of evil, which is rooted in Augustine’s 

doctrine that “no nature of evil exists; but the loss of good [amissio boni], has received 

the name of evil” (PL XLI 325). Since natural evils are conceived of as non-beings, God 

as the creator of beings is not the creator of natural evils, so there is arguably a sense in 

which God can remain absolutely perfect in spite of the (negative) existence of natural 

evils, and God can thus be reconciled with natural evils.11 Hence, theodicies for natural 

11 Admittedly, this reconciliation may be unsatisfactory, for one may formulate the 

problem of evil in such a way that even the negative existence of evils as non-beings conflicts 

with the existence of God. For example, one may contend that if God existed, there would not 

even be evils as non-beings, since God would eliminate the circumstances where evils as non-

beings exist. So the privation theory of evil does not help solve the problem of evil. Leibniz is 

fully aware of this issue and thus rejects the privation theory of evil in his early writings. For 

more on this, see Samuel Newlands, “Leibniz on Privations, Limitations, and the Metaphysics of 

Evil,” 287-290. For two contemporary discussions of the inadequacy of the privation theory of 

evil as a (self-sufficient) solution to the problem of evil, see Stanley Kane, “Evil and Privation,” 

52-53, and Todd Calder, “Is the Privation Theory of Evil Dead?,” 371-372. See also John Crosby, 

“Is All Evil Really Only Privation?” for a contemporary critique of the privation theory of evil, 
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evils are less challenging for the early modern theodicians who hold natural evils to exist 

negatively as non-beings. 

But theodicies for natural evils remain exceptionally challenging for the early 

modern theodicians who hold natural evils to exist positively as beings, among whom 

Malebranche is the most prominent one. Unlike Leibniz and the philosophers of the main 

Scholastic tradition, Malebranche holds that natural evils have positive reality. Thus, 

Malebranche conceives of monstrosities – which are the paradigmatic cases of natural 

evils – as the presences of certain imperfections that ought to be absent in creatures rather 

than the absences of certain perfections that ought to be present in creatures. As 

Malebranche states, “a monster all by itself [tout seil] is an imperfect work” (OCM I 245) 

rather than a work that is merely less perfect. Given his positive conception of 

monstrosities, Malebranche cannot deny that God is the creator of monsters, so 

Malebranche in Entretiens sur la métaphysique et sur la religion has his fictional 

character Théotime admit that “certainly there is no one but God who produces the 

monsters” (OCM XII 212). Obviously, this poses a problem, for God seems inevitably 

imperfect owing to His production of monsters. But if God’s absolute perfection cannot 

be defended, then God – who is by definition absolutely perfect – does not exist. To put it 

another way, the positive conception of monstrosities implies that monsters introduce into 

this universe genuine imperfections rather than apparent imperfections (i.e., perfections 

that are merely insufficient), so God as the creator of this universe seems imperfect, but 

God is by definition absolutely perfect, and it thus follows that God does not seem to 

and Patrick Lee, “The Goodness of Creation, Evil, and Christian Teaching” for a contemporary 

defense of the privation theory of evil. 
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exist.12 Hence, theodicies for natural evils are exceptionally challenging for the early 

modern theodicians who hold natural evils to exist positively as beings. 

Among these early modern theodicians who endow natural evils with positive 

reality and seek to solve the problem of natural evil in this notably difficult form, I will 

focus on Malebranche and study his theodicy for (positive) natural evils in my 

dissertation. But why Malebranche? I think there are three main reasons. First, 

Malebranche develops a comprehensive theodicy that accommodates all three basic types 

of natural evils (as conceived of positively): pains, monstrosities, and disasters. Although 

many early modern theodicians attempt to reconcile God with (positive) natural evils, 

their theodicies often fail to account for certain basic types of (positive) natural evils. In 

his celebrated work on Natural Theology: Or, Evidences of the Existence and Attributes 

of the Deity, for example, the eighteenth-century English philosopher William Paley 

conceives of natural evils positively and develops a theodicy that explains how natural 

evils allow for humans’ attainment of “active pleasures” and thereby render the world 

more perfect, but his theodicy fails to accommodate all three basic types of natural evils. 

More specifically, William Paley argues: 

12 Insofar as the universe is the totality of beings, monstrosities as beings (i.e., the 

positive presences of imperfections) render the universe less perfect. As Malebranche makes 

clear, “monsters . . . diminish the perfection of His work [i.e., the universe as God’s creation]” 

(OCM VIII 766). Moreover, Malebranche affirms that this imperfection is a genuine 

imperfection. As Malebranche notes, “although one can say, that monsters endow the universe 

with a kind of beauty [espece de beauté], nothing is more evident, that this is only a beauty in 

accordance with the appearances, and that in truth the Universe is less perfect because of them 

[i.e., monsters]” (OCM VIII 765). Besides monstrosities, pains are also conceived of positively as 

beings by Malebranche. As Malebranche makes clear, “pain is a real and genuine evil [un mal 

réel & véritable] and . . . it is no more the privation [privation] of pleasure, than pleasure is the 

privation of pain; since there is a difference between not sensing pleasure or being deprived 

[privé] of the sentiment of pleasure, and actually suffering pain. Thus every evil is not such 

precisely because it deprives us of good” (OCM II 143). For Malebranche, the privation theory of 

evil does not hold up in the case of natural evils.  
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A world furnished with advantages on one side, and beset with difficulties, 

wants, and inconveniences [i.e., natural evils] on the other, is the proper 

abode of free, rational, and active natures [i.e., the perfect world], . . . [for 

it is] the fittest to stimulate and exercise their faculties. (538)  

 

In this way, we can attain the “pleasures in which we are active” (538), which are the 

pleasures that we experience when we overcome the obstacles posed by natural evils.13 

Simply put, William Paley argues that natural evils contribute to the perfection of the 

world on the grounds that if there were no natural evils, then humans would have nothing 

to overcome to attain active pleasures. But it seems clear that not all three basic types of 

natural evils (i.e., pains, monstrosities, and disasters) allow for humans’ attainment of 

active pleasures. Let us consider the most extreme type of natural evils, namely, disasters: 

even though humans can overcome pains and monstrosities, humans can hardly overcome 

disasters, which destroy humans’ lives and render their attainment of active pleasures 

impossible. For example, how did the 79 AD eruption of Mount Vesuvius, which 

eradicated the city of Pompeii, allow for its citizens’ attainment of active pleasures? To 

sum up, William Paley’s theodicy seems an ad hoc response that merely accommodates 

certain basic types of (positive) natural evils. Indeed, William Paley is aware of this 

problem, and he suggests that his theodicy only deals with “a considerable part” (537) of 

(positive) natural evils. In contrast to the incomprehensiveness of William Paley’s 

theodicy, as we will see, Malebranche’s theodicy has no problem accommodating all 

13 William Paley explains that “the very refractoriness of the objects [i.e., natural evils] 

they [i.e., humans as free and rational agents] have to deal with, contributes to this purpose. A 

world in which nothing depended upon ourselves, however it might have suited an imaginary race 

of beings, would not have suited mankind. [As] their skill, prudence, industry; their various arts, 

and their best attainments, from the application of which they draw, if not their highest, their most 

permanent gratifications, would be insignificant, if things could be either moulded by our 

volitions, or, of their own accord, conformed themselves to our views and wishes. Now it is in 

this refractoriness that we discern the seed and principle of physical [or natural] evil, as far as it 

arises from that which is external to us” (538-539). 
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three basic types of (positive) natural evils, for Malebranche treats pains, monstrosities, 

and disasters as natural phenomena that are necessarily derived from the absolute 

perfection of God (when God wills to create the world). 

Second, historians of philosophy have given sufficient attention to other early 

modern theodicians who conceive of natural evils as having positive reality, but 

Malebranche – who is knowns as “the greatest metaphysician France ever produced”14 – 

remains a relatively understudied figure. Bayle may be a helpful example for contrast. 

While Bayle conceives of natural evils positively,15 his theodicy is a considerably less 

satisfactory treatment of natural evils than that of Malebranche. For one thing, as the 

English translator of Bayle’s theodician work Entretiens de Maxime et de Thémiste 

stresses, “Bayle is anything but systematic in his philosophical reflection.”16 For another 

thing, as we see in Bayle’s monumental Dictionnaire historique et critique (e.g., the 

articles on “Manichéens” and “Pauliciens”), his theodicy fails to adequately explain the 

reconciliation of God with natural evils, because he commits to fideism and defends this 

reconciliation by appealing to the Scriptures. In spite of these problems, Bayle’s theodicy 

still receives much more attention from historians of philosophy than that of 

Malebranche. Indeed, a scholarly monograph has been devoted to Bayle’s treatment of 

the problem of evil.17 Moreover, many elusive aspects of Bayle’s theodicy have been 

carefully examined by his commentators: (a) Kristen Irwin explains how Bayle rejects 

14 Étienne Gilson, “On Behalf of the Handmaid,” 240. 

 
15 For Bayle’s rejection of the privation theory of evil, see Todd Ryan, Pierre Bayle’s 

Cartesian Metaphysics: Rediscovering Early Modern Philosophy, 93. 

 
16 Michael Hickson, “Introduction,” 10. 

 
17 Jean-Pierre Jossua, Pierre Bayle ou l’obsession du mal. 
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Leibniz’s distinction between “above reason [au dessus de la raison]” and “against 

reason [contre la raison],” and how Bayle can offers a cogent response to Leibniz’s 

critique of his theodicy,18 (b) Michael Hickson reveals the theologico-political connection 

between Bayle’s theodicy and his insistence on religious toleration,19 and (c) Gianluca 

Mori articulates the atheistic nature of Bayle’s theodicy.20 But Malebranche remains 

relatively neglected by historians of philosophy, and his theodicy receives significantly 

less attention than that of Bayle. So far, no scholarly monographs have been devoted to 

Malebranche’s treatment of the problem of (natural) evil, and his commentators often 

present sketchy overviews of his theodicy without looking into the foundations of his 

theodicy, say, his account of the conceptual possibility of natural evils. Although 

Malebranche’s recent commentators (e.g., Steven Nadler, Samuel Newlands) have started 

to examine many neglected aspects of his theodicy, there is still much room for a study of 

his theodicy (for natural evils).21   

Third, Malebranche remains relevant to contemporary philosophy of religion. 

First, his theodicy for natural evils can be seen as a paradigmatic example of what 

18 “Which ‘Reason’? Bayle on the Intractability of Evil.” 

 
19 “The Message of Bayle’s Last Title: Providence and Toleration in the Entretiens de 

Maxime et de Thémiste” and “Theodicy and Toleration in Bayle’s Dictionary.” 

 
20 Bayle philosophe. 

 
21 In contrast, there is considerably less room for a study of, say, Leibniz’s theodicy, 

which has been a subject of much scholarly study since approximately 1995 after Donald 

Rutherford’s publication of Leibniz and the Rational Order of Nature. Similar to the case of 

Bayle, Leibniz’s commentators have explored many subtle aspects of his theodicy. For example, 

Larry Jorgensen and Samuel Newlands have recently edited a volume that celebrates the 300th 

anniversary of the publication of Leibniz’s Essais de Théodicée sur la bonté de Dieu, la liberté de 

l’homme et l’origine du mal (i.e., New Essays on Leibniz’s theodicy), which sheds fresh light on 

Leibniz’s theodicy (e.g., the ontology of natural evils). But no edited volumes have been devoted 

to Malebranche’s theodicy (for natural evils) so far. 
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contemporary theodicians refer to as “the natural law theodicy” for natural evils, which is 

defended by Bruce Reichenbach. According to the natural law theodicy, God can be 

reconciled with natural evils because natural evils are the necessary components of the 

perfect world, and this perfect world is characterized by God’s governance through the 

general laws of nature that inevitably produce natural evils. Bruce Reichenbach 

summarizes the natural law theodicy as follows: “the creation of a world governed by 

natural laws is the best world that God could create, . . . [but] such a world necessarily 

results in the occurrence of natural evil.”22 The origin of this natural law theodicy, 

however, can be traced to Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils, which is one of the 

earliest attempts to derive God’s production of natural evils from God’s creation and 

conservation of the best possible world. In spite of its historical antecedence, 

Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils is a full-fledged formulation of the natural law 

theodicy; hence, it remains a significantly relevant source for contemporary theodicians. 

Second, Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils anticipates the contemporary 

philosopher Tim Mulgan’s “ananthropocentric purposivism,” which is the view that there 

is God but God is not a personal being who ultimately cares about humans.23 Typically, 

Malebranche associates this impersonalization of God with his conception of God in his 

theodicy for natural evils. As Malebranche explains, when God produces natural evils, 

22 “Natural Evils and Natural Laws: A Theodicy for Natural Evils,” 184. Most 

importantly, Bruce Reichenbach argues that “intervention in the world to violate its natural laws 

to prevent natural evils is contrary to God’s perfection and nature, and hence impossible for God 

to perform” (“Natural Evils and Natural Laws: A Theodicy for Natural Evils,” 183-184). For 

more discussion of the natural law theodicy, see Henry McCloskey, “God and Evil,” 103-104. 

 
23 See Purpose in the Universe: The Moral and Metaphysical Case for Ananthropocentric 

Purposivism. But it must be noted that this lack of God’s care toward humans does not contradict 

God’s omnibenevolence, which is principally concerned with God’s will to create and conserve 

the world that is optimally perfect. 
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“He loves His wisdom more than His Work [i.e., His creatures]” (OCM V 47), and He 

does not seek to eliminate the existence of natural evils merely for the sake of the 

perfection of His creatures. Because of this structural similarity between Malebranche’s 

and Tim Mulgan’s impersonal conceptions of God, there is much that can be learned 

from Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils for contemporary philosophers. Third, 

Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils perfectly agrees with contemporary 

philosophers’ attempt to demythologize the universe, so a study of this theodicy does not 

amount to antiquarian curiosity. To be sure, Malebranche endows God with 

anthropomorphic faculties (e.g., volition). But this does not alter the demythologizing 

character of Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils, because Malebranche conceives of 

God as a rational agent who necessarily subjects His volition to His wisdom (i.e., reason) 

even when He is producing natural evils, such that whatever occurs in this universe is 

caused and explained by His rational activities. As Malebranche emphasizes, “His 

wisdom renders Him so to speak impotent” (OCM V 47), and “God is impotent 

[impuissant] in this sense, that He cannot choose the ways to act the least worthy of His 

wisdom” (OCM V 180). Insofar as Malebranche regards this rational God as the creator 

and the conserver of the universe, Malebranche’s universe is a fully rational one, namely, 

a universe where there are no brute facts.24 Further, Malebranche insists that the wisdom 

24 In contrast, many early modern theodicians commit to the voluntaristic conception of 

God and see God’s volition as prior to God’s intellect, reason, or wisdom, and their theodicies 

lead to the mythologization of the universe for the following reason: whatever occurs in the 

universe is caused and explained by God’s volition that is not determined by God’s intellect, 

reason, or wisdom, such that there are brute facts in the universe, namely, facts that cannot 

ultimately be accounted for. For example, Descartes believes that “in God it is merely one to will 

and to know” (AT I 149), with the result that “the power [i.e., volition] of God cannot have any 

limits” (AT IV 118). Descartes’s God is an arbitrary and capricious agent, so Descartes’s universe 

cannot be rationally explained, which amounts to its mythologization.  
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that determines God to act rationally is not arbitrary, for this wisdom determines God to 

govern the universe according to certain general laws (e.g., the laws of motion). 

Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils thus effectively demythologizes the universe 

and agrees with the contemporary philosophers’ rationalization of the universe. Given all 

the reasons that I sketched out above, I choose to focus on Malebranche and his theodicy 

for natural evils in my dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE CONCEPTUAL POSSIBILITY OF NATURAL EVILS 

 Malebranche assumes that there are natural evils. Pains, monstrosities, and 

disasters are examples. This assumption motivates Malebranche to develop a theodicy for 

natural evils, namely, an explanation of how the existence of God – who is by definition 

an absolutely perfect being that acts as the creator and the conserver of the most perfect 

world – can be reconciled with the existence of natural evils.25 However, this assumption 

poses a perplexing problem when one takes into consideration Malebranche’s 

commitment to the mechanistic conception of nature. In the following, I will give a rough 

formulation of this problem. To begin with, Malebranche’s assumption of the existence 

of natural evils implies that Malebranche conceives of certain natural things (e.g., pains, 

monstrosities, and disasters) as natural evils, such that Malebranche’s conception of 

nature ought to accommodate the conceptual possibility of naturel evils. But 

Malebranche’s conception of nature is a genuinely mechanistic one, which seems to leave 

no conceptual room for natural evils. As Malebranche notes, nature is composed solely of 

“extension in length, width and depth; And [sic] all its properties consist solely in rest 

and motion, and in an infinity of different figures” (OCM I 122).26 In other words, 

Malebranche conceives of all the properties of any extended natural things as reducible to 

25 As I noted above, this is because the existence of natural evils prima facie implies that 

if God exists, then there are certain imperfections in God that determine Him to introduce natural 

evils into the world, but God is by definition devoid of any imperfections, so the existence of 

natural evils constitutes a threat to the existence of God. 

 
26 To be sure, this does not exhaust Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of nature, for 

Malebranche also conceives of nature as governed by the “constant and immutable” (OCM V 31) 

laws of nature. However, it suffices in this case to regard Malebranche’s mechanistic conception 

of nature as consisting of two claims alone: (a) nature is composed solely of extended natural 

things, and (b) all the properties of extended natural things are reducible to their physical features 

such as rest, motion, and figures. 
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the physical features of extensions such as rest, motion, and figures. For example, the 

property “spherical” of a spherical natural thing is reducible to its globular figure, and to 

say that this natural thing is spherical is to say that its figure is globular. Consequently, if 

Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of nature leaves any conceptual room for natural 

evils, then the property “naturally evil” – which is attributed to all the natural things that 

serve as the substrata of natural evils (e.g., monsters as the substrata of monstrosities)27 – 

ought to be reducible to the physical features of extensions such as rest, motion, and 

figures. But it is still unclear how this reduction is possible, given that (a) the physical 

features of extensions are intrinsically descriptive or non-evaluative and (b) the property 

“naturally evil” is prescriptive or evaluative. Apparently, even if one delineates all the 

physical features of monsters, one does not thereby attribute the property “naturally evil” 

to monsters. Indeed, there seems a serious gulf that renders the property “naturally evil” 

irreducible to the physical features of extensions.28 Given this apparent irreducibility, 

Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of nature seems to imply the conceptual 

impossibility of natural evils, which is at odds with Malebranche’s assumption of the 

existence of natural evils. Above is my formulation of the perplexing problem regarding 

the conceptual possibility of natural evils in Malebranche’s nature, which is conceived of 

27 That is to say, monsters are naturally evil in virtue of being the substrata of the natural 

evils of monstrosities. 

 
28 This is roughly how Malebranche argues that thoughts cannot be the properties of 

extended natural things such as human bodies: “all the modifications of extension consist merely 

in relations of distance [i.e., relations that describe rest, motion, and figures]. However, it is 

evident that my pleasure, my desire and all my thoughts are not relations of distance. For all the 

relations of distance can be compared, measured, and determined exactly by the principles of 

geometry; and one can neither compare nor measure in this way our perceptions and our 

sentiments. Thus my soul is not material. It is not the modification of my body” (OCM XII 34). 
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mechanistically.29 In response, commentators may explain how Malebranche – in spite of 

the mechanistic way that he thinks of nature – grounds the conceptual possibility of 

natural evils, which renders the reduction of the property “naturally evil” to the physical 

features of extensions possible. There may be two different approaches. 

  On the intrinsic approach, commentators may explain how Malebranche grounds 

the conceptual possibility of natural evils in the natural order, and they appeal to certain 

natural states of affairs to render the reduction of the property “naturally evil” to the 

physical features of extensions possible. However, this intrinsic approach is doomed to 

fail, because no natural states of affairs – considered in themselves alone –can endow any 

natural things with the property “naturally evil.” Even though this may seem a 

devastating conclusion, it does not imply that the problem regarding the conceptual 

possibility of natural evils cannot be solved, and Malebranche is inconsistent when he 

assumes that there are natural evils in his mechanistic system of nature. Rather, the 

conclusion implies that if the above problem is to be solved, the reduction of the property 

“naturally evil” to the physical features of extensions is to be rendered possible only in 

virtue of certain supernatural states of affairs. This leads us to the extrinsic approach. On 

this extrinsic approach, commentators may explain how Malebranche grounds the 

conceptual possibility of natural evils in God’s desseins (i.e., God’s designs, intentions, 

29 In the case of Descartes, Alison Simmons also argues that “there is nothing intrinsically 

beneficial or harmful about the corporeal constitution of an apple, or even of its causal impact on 

the body that ingests it, insofar as they are considered simply as extended things. Properties like 

bodily damage (health, nutritiousness, poisonousness, dehydration, etc.) don’t have a place in the 

world of Cartesian body because natural ends have no place in the world of Cartesian physics: 

there is no way my body, or any other body, should be. No ends, no good or bad. No good or bad, 

no benefit or harm. And so the intellect, reporting on body as res extensa, does not represent 

bodies as good or bad, beneficial or harmful” (“Guarding the Body: A Cartesian Phenomenology 

of Perception,” 105). 
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plans, or purposes,30 which belong in the supernatural order), and they appeal to certain 

supernatural states of affairs to render the reduction of the property “naturally evil” to the 

physical features of extensions possible. But there may be some resistance to this 

approach, for one may argue that God’s desseins are inscrutable from Malebranche’s 

Cartesian point of view, since Descartes claims agnostically that “not without rashness I 

believe I can investigate the purposes [fines] of God” (AT VII 55). Indeed, many notable 

Cartesians endorse the inscrutability of what God judges, thinks, wills, etc. Arnauld, for 

example, emphasizes the finitude of humans and thus rejects humans’ access to God’s 

mind:  

What can make blind humans, full of darkness, and so little capable of 

discovering by themselves what is hidden in God, more reckless and more 

presumptuous, than to undertake to judge certainly by the idea of the 

perfect being alone, without the aid of any divine revelation, what is more 

worthy or less worthy of his wisdom [i.e., what God as the wisest being 

judges, thinks, wills, etc]? (OA XXXIX 595) 

 

In this regard, commentators may follow Ariste – a fictional character in Malebranche’s 

Entretiens sur la métaphysique et sur la religion – and contend that “the desseins of 

God . . . one knows nothing of them” (OCM XII 308), so the extrinsic approach is 

arguably untenable. Of course, there are still other objections. But as I will argue in this 

chapter, all these objections are unconvincing, and the extrinsic approach remains the 

best account of how Malebranche grounds the conceptual possibility of natural evils. 

The plan for the remainder of this chapter is as follows. In section 1, I will present 

the constraints that any adequate account of how Malebranche grounds the conceptual 

30 It must be noted that the connotation of the French word “dessein” may ambiguously 

relate to God’s will or God’s intellect. If it relates to the former, it can be translated as “intention” 

or “purpose,” and if it relates to the latter, it can be translated as “plan” or “design.” Given its 

ambiguity and the lack of an adequately neutral translation, I will not translate the French word 

“dessein” throughout this chapter. 
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possibility of natural evils should satisfy. In section 2, I will present three competing 

accounts – (a) the natural law account and (b) the self-preservation account, which adopt 

the intrinsic approach, and (c) the preformation account, which adopts the extrinsic 

approach – and I will argue that among all these competing accounts, only the 

preformation account can satisfy the constraints presented in section 1. Finally, in section 

3, I will reply to objections. 

1.1 Constraints 

1.1.1 The Mechanistic Constraint 

First, an adequate account should conform with Malebranche’s mechanistic 

conception of nature. To begin with, Malebranche conceives of nature merely as 

“extension in length, width and depth; And all its properties consist merely in rest and 

motion, and in an infinity of different figures” (OCM I 122). But as I noted above, this 

does not exhaust Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of nature, for Malebranche also 

insists that the laws of nature are inviolate: “the laws of Nature are constant and 

immutable: they are general for all the times and for all the places” (OCM V 31). Thus, 

Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of nature consists of three claims altogether: (a) 

nature is composed solely of extended natural things; (b) all the properties attributed to 

extended natural things are reducible to their physical features such as rest, motion, and 

figures;31 (c) there are no exceptions to the laws of nature. In conformity with 

Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of nature, an adequate account should be 

compatible with these three claims. Let us call this “the mechanistic constraint.” If an 

31 These physical features of extended natural things constitute what Malebranche calls 

“relations of distance” (OCM XII 34), which are descriptions of the features of extended natural 

things in space. 
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account fails to satisfy the mechanistic constraint, then this account fails to accommodate 

Malebranche’s commitment to Cartesian mechanism.  

What distinguishes Cartesian mechanism from the dominant tradition of 

philosophy in the early modern period, namely, (Scholastic) Aristotelianism, is first and 

foremost its conception of nature as the actualization of geometrical objects (e.g., 

extended things), all the properties of which can be analyzed in terms of their physical 

features such as rest, motion, and figures. Purposes, which prescribe the ways that things 

ought to be, do not have a place (intrinsically) in the nature conceived of by Cartesian 

mechanists, for this nature – considered merely in itself32 – does not allow purposes to be 

specified as extended natural things or the properties of extended natural things. So 

nature for Cartesian mechanists is non-teleological in itself. But nature for Aristotelians 

remains teleological in itself: purposes still have a place (intrinsically) in the Aristotelian 

system of nature. More specifically, Aristotle maintains that nature is composed solely of 

matter and substantial forms, and the substantial form of a given natural thing constitutes 

nothing but “the what it was to be” (to ti ēn einai), namely, its essence – “the [substantial] 

form . . . is the definition of the essence [to eidos . . . estin ho logos ho tou to ti ēn einai]” 

(Phys. II.3, 194b27)33 – and substantial forms thus prescribe the ways that natural things 

32 This qualification is important because purposes can still be specified as the properties 

of extended natural things, if one commits to theological voluntarism and introduces God into the 

picture, but nature in this case can no longer be considered merely in itself, namely, the mere 

composition of extended natural things.  

 
33 Here I assume that substantial forms for Aristotle are identical with essences. But that 

might be controversial. Some commentators of Aristotle insist that substantial forms are nothing 

but the principal constituents of essences, because essences still include common matter. The 

Conimbricenses, for example, argue that “if the total essence of a human . . . consisted in form 

alone, certainly a human would be a rational soul alone; which is false” (In Phys. I.9, q. 5, a. 2). 

For recent discussion, see Fabrizio Amerini, “The Semantics of Substantial Names: The Tradition 

of the Commentaries on Aristotle’s Metaphysics.” But I will not discuss whether essence is 
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ought to be,34 which are the purposes of natural things (e.g., the substantial form of an 

oak tree prescribes that it ought to have serrated leaves, which is one of its purposes as an 

oak tree). In this way, substantial forms render the Aristotelian system of nature 

teleological in itself. Cartesian mechanists, however, eliminate substantial forms from 

nature.35 For example, Descartes argues that “this substantial form of the Sun, as it differs 

from the qualities that are found in its matter [i.e., those properties of the Sun as an 

extended natural thing], is again a philosophical being that is unknown to me” (AT II 

substantial form alone or substantial form plus common matter, for both interpretations support 

the teleological conception of nature. 

 
34 The standard translation of Aristotle’s phrase “to ti ēn einai” as “essence” in English 

may be highly misleading. For most contemporary readers, the “essence” of a thing denotes what 

it is, as opposed to what it ought to be. To put it another way, essence for Aristotle is prescriptive, 

whereas essence for many philosophers is descriptive. For example, Descartes argues “the nature 

[i.e., essence] of matter . . . consists . . . in that it is a thing extended in length, width and depth” 

(AT VIII A 42). As Anat Schechtman notes, Descartes often writes “nature, or essence [natura, 

sive essentia]” (AT VII 64) and “nature or essence [natura sive essentia]” (AT VII 240), which 

suggests that nature and essence for Descartes are equivalent (“Substance and Independence in 

Descartes,” 188). In this case, it is clear that the essence of something for Descartes denotes what 

it is, as opposed to what it ought to be. 

 
35 To be sure, there are many philosophical reasons why substantial forms are expelled 

from Cartesian mechanists’ conceptions of nature. The most crucial reason is that even though 

substantial forms provide adequate formal or metaphysical explanations of why certain things are 

the kinds of things that they are (e.g., why a tree is a tree, as opposed to a bird), they cannot 

provide any adequate efficient or physical explanations of why certain things become the kinds of 

things that they are (e.g., why a tree comes to have the biological form that it has now), but there 

are many medieval philosophers who insist on treating substantial forms as the efficient or 

physical causes of natural processes (e.g., the biological development of a tree seed into a tree), 

which motivates Cartesian mechanists to reject the Aristotelian doctrine of substantial forms, 

regardless of whether substantial forms can still serve as adequate formal or metaphysical causes 

of natural processes. As Alison Simmons points out, Descartes’s “objection [to the teleology 

grounded in the Aristotelian doctrine of substantial forms] . . . is not that there is something 

intrinsically suspect about ends, purposes, functions or finality [i.e., substantial forms as 

purposes], but that they do not have a proper place in the causal explanations of natural 

philosophy [i.e., substantial forms as causes]” (“Sensible Ends: Latent Teleology in Descartes’ 

Account of Sensation,” 63). Therefore, Descartes rejects the Aristotelian doctrine of substantial 

forms because substantial forms cannot be the efficient or physical causes sought by natural 

philosophers. As Descartes writes, “that entire kind of causes, which is accustomed to be sought 

by purpose [fine], I consider to have no use in physics” (AT VII 55). 
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367). After eliminating substantial forms from nature, Cartesian mechanists come to see 

nature as composed solely of matter, namely, extended natural things,36 and all their 

properties become nothing but the ways that extended natural things are modified. As 

Descartes makes clear, “everything else that can be attributed to the body [i.e., all the 

attributes of extended natural things other than extension itself] . . . is a mode of some 

extended thing” (AT VIII A 25). Hence, Cartesian mechanists’ rejection of the 

Aristotelian doctrine of substantial forms ultimately leads to their mechanistic conception 

of nature.37 Malebranche in committing to Cartesian mechanism also stresses that 

“substantial forms never existed in nature” (OCM I 169), and he even mocks Aristotle’s 

belief in the substantial forms: “substantial forms . . . subsist merely in the imagination of 

our Philosopher” (OCM I 167). As a result of the elimination of substantial forms from 

nature, Malebranche accordingly conceives of nature as “extension in length, width and 

depth; And all its properties consist merely in rest and motion, and in an infinity of 

different figures” (OCM I 122),38 which is Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of 

nature that has material extension as its basic principle. 

36 As Descartes writes, “the nature of matter . . . consists . . . in that it is a thing extended 

in length, width and depth” (AT VIII A 42). 

 
37 Here I do not include the third claim of Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of 

nature, which concerns the impossibility of the exceptions to the laws of nature. 

 
38 Accordingly, there are no occult entities that can introduce teleology into 

Malebranche’s nature, such as ends, purposes, and substantial forms, for all of these occult 

entities are neither extended natural things nor the properties attributed to extended natural things. 

In the same vein, Descartes writes that “I have observed that nothing wholly belongs to the 

concept of body, only except that it is a thing long, wide and deep, capable of various figures, and 

various motions; and its figures and motions are only modes, which can exist without it through 

no power; colors indeed, odors, savors, and the like, are only certain senses existing in my 

thought” (AT VII 440). This is comparable to early modern mechanists’ inferences from the 

mechanistic conception of nature to the conclusion that bodies are not sensuously colored. Colin 

Chamberlain presents the argument as follows, “(1) If bodies were sensuously colored, then 

bodies would have properties that are not reducible to the properties attributed to them by the 
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Moreover, Cartesian mechanism commits Malebranche to the position that the 

laws of nature are immutable, which precludes any exceptions to the laws of nature. More 

specifically, Malebranche stresses the passivity of the extended natural things that solely 

constitute nature: “all bodies large and small do not have the force to move themselves” 

(OCM II 312).39 Whereas Leibniz insists that everything in nature has “a nature or 

internal force” (G IV 485), namely, an active principle that determines matter to move, 

there are no such active principles in Malebranche’s nature. Given that minds cannot 

move bodies either,40 the way that extended natural things move can only be determined 

by that “the Author of nature . . . act[s] in such and such a manner in such and such a 

situation” (OCM II 313). Since God’s actions are determined merely by God’s volitions41 

and God’s volitions are merely the laws of nature,42 there are no exceptions to the laws of 

mechanical hypothesis. (2) But, bodies do not possess any such irreducible properties. Therefore, 

(3) Bodies are not sensuously colored” (“Color in a Material World: Margaret Cavendish against 

the Early Modern Mechanists,” 296-297). Given that there are no purposes in Malebranche’s 

nature and nature for Malebranche is still non-teleological in itself, an adequate account of how 

Malebranche grounds the conceptual possibility of natural evils cannot thus follow André 

Pichot’s reading of Descartes: “who says machine (even mechanical) says finality (the parts of 

the machine are made for exercising a function). That signifies that, stricto sensu, a physiology 

that conceives of animal as a machine, even mechanical, is not totally mechanistic, for it 

implicitly has recourse to a finality (in the definition of parts and of their functions)” (Histoire de 

la notion de vie, 345). 

 
39 Malebranche also writes that “a mountain, a house, a rock, a grain of sand, finally the 

smallest or the largest of the bodies that one can conceive, does not have the power to move 

itself” (OCM II 312-313). 

 
40 Malebranche maintains that “when one examines the idea that one has of all the finite 

minds, one does not see any necessary connection between their will and the movement of any 

body whatsoever . . . . [so] there is not any created mind that can move any body whatsoever” 

(OCM II 313). 

 
41 For Malebranche, God acts merely by willing: “God does not need instruments to act, 

[and] it suffices that He wills [veüille] in order that a thing exist” (OCM II 316). 

 
42 As Malebranche puts it, “the laws of Nature are merely the volitions of its Author” 

(OCM VIII 654). 
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nature: “the laws of Nature are constant and immutable: they are general for all the times 

and for all the places” (OCM V 31).43 In sum, Malebranche’s commitment to Cartesian 

mechanism – which leads to his mechanistic conception of nature – requires an adequate 

account of the conceptual possibility of natural evils to conform with the following three 

claims – (a) nature is composed solely of extended natural things; (b) all the properties 

attributed to extended natural things are reducible to their physical features such as rest, 

motion, and figures; (c) there are no exceptions to the laws of nature. 

1.1.2 The Dysfunctional Constraint 

            Second, an adequate account should explain why one’s inability to preserve 

oneself is a natural evil, and, more specifically, a natural evil characteristic of monsters. 

Because one’s inability to preserve oneself can be roughly deemed a dysfunction,44 let us 

call this “the dysfunctional constraint.” If an account fails to satisfy the dysfunctional 

constraint, then this account fails to accommodate Malebranche’s inference from one’s 

being unable to preserve oneself to one’s being naturally evil as a monster. Malebranche 

implies that all normal humans will be monsters if their hearts and arteries cannot keep 

them alive by circulating their blood (OCM II 344). Obviously, Malebranche here infers 

from one’s lack of the ability to preserve oneself to one’s being monstrous, namely, 

naturally evil. Malebranche conversely shows how normal humans are necessarily able to 

43 This idea can also be understood as the immutability of the laws of nature. Insofar as it 

undermines God’s wisdom for God “to change volitions at all times” (OCM V 165), the laws of 

nature as God’s volitions are thus immutable for Malebranche. Similarly, Descartes insists that 

there are the immutable laws of nature because of God’s immutability: “from this very 

immutability of God, we can know certain rules or the laws of nature” (AT VIII A 62). 

 
44 I write “roughly” because the term “dysfunction” may suggest that self-preservation is 

one’s purpose, namely, what one is supposed to do. But here I am merely using this term in a 

non-teleological way. 
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preserve themselves on account of their well-organized bodies, which are “machines[s] 

composed of a thousand springs . . . so well connected among them, and subordinated 

each other” (OCM XII 232). Considering Malebranche’s inference from one’s being 

unable to preserve oneself to one’s being naturally evil as a monster, an adequate account 

should explain why one’s inability to preserve oneself is a sufficient condition for the 

natural evil of monstrosity, which constitutes the dysfunctional constraint.  

To sum up, the mechanistic constraint and the dysfunctional constraint are the 

major constraints on any adequate account of how Malebranche grounds the conceptual 

possibility of natural evils. Before I put forward my own account, nonetheless, I will 

present two competing accounts. On the two competing accounts, Malebranche adopts 

the intrinsic approach and he grounds the conceptual possibility of natural evils in the 

natural order, whereas on my own account, Malebranche adopts the extrinsic approach 

and he grounds the conceptual possibility of natural evils in the supernatural order (i.e., 

God’s desseins). 

1.2 Competing Accounts 

1.2.1 The Natural Law Account 

             On the first account, Malebranche grounds the conceptual possibility of natural 

evils merely in the order established by the laws of nature, such that for any natural thing 

x, x is a natural evil iff x violates the laws of nature.45 Let us call this “the natural law 

45 Although the laws of nature for Malebranche are in some sense identical with God’s 

volitions – “the natural laws are merely the general volitions of God” (OCM VIII 698) – the 

natural law account belongs to the intrinsic approach rather than the extrinsic approach. This is 

because the natural law account is grounded in the order brought about by the laws of nature as 

an effect that ought to derive from the laws of nature. Thus, natural evils as the violations of the 

laws of nature are analyzable in terms of the physical features of extended natural things alone 

(without appealing to any supernatural states of affairs), which is the defining characteristic of the 

intrinsic approach.  



12

 

account.” The natural law account can be grasped in light of the traditional account46 that 

builds on the course of nature, which is dominant in both the classical and medieval 

periods. Traditionally, natural evils such as monstrosities are conceived of as deviations 

from the course of nature. In the case of “a monster [teras]” (GA IV.4, 767b6), for 

example, Aristotle maintains that “nature has deviated . . . from the generic type [genous 

tropon]” (GA IV.4 767b6-7), which is the course of nature. In the same vein, Aquinas 

maintains that “there is sometimes found to be a falling away [defectus] from that which 

is in accordance with the course of nature [cursum naturae], as is clear in the monstrous 

[monstrosis]” (SG III.64).47 This traditional account thus states that for any natural thing 

x, x is a natural evil iff x deviates from the course of nature. However, this cannot explain 

how Malebranche grounds the conceptual possibility of natural evils, because the course 

of nature is founded upon the active principles that serve as efficient causes in nature, 

whereas Malebranche’s commitment to occasionalism implies that nature is absolutely 

passive and there are no such active principles in nature. Accordingly, the natural law 

account can be understood as the improved version of the traditional account: (a) the 

natural law account retains the spirit of the traditional account insofar as both accounts 

46 Precisely, it is the traditional account of how one grounds the conceptual possibility of 

natural evils. 

 
47 For these philosophers, the course of nature defines the boundary of what nature can 

bring about. That is why Aquinas understands what “is against the natural order [consuetudinem]” 

(ST Ia, q. 105, a. 7) as what “exceeds the faculty [facultatem; or “capability”] of nature” (ST Ia, 

q. 105, a. 7). Hence, natural evils for Aquinas are related to miracles, as miracles are merely such 

because they transgress the course of nature. On Aquinas’s account, “‘unusual,’ which is placed 

in the definition of miracle, does not state the rarity of what is done, but separates from the usual 

course of nature [solitum cursum naturae]” (SS II, d. 18, q. 1, a. 3). As Marilyn Adams argues, 

“Aquinas makes nature the standard of what counts as miraculous: to be miraculous is to be done 

by God above, against, or outside nature” (“Power versus Laws: God and the Order of the World 

According to Some Late Medieval Aristotelians,” 12). 
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are grounded in (the deviations from) the regular order brought about in nature;48 (b) the 

natural law account is compatible with Malebranche’s occasionalism insofar as it 

presupposes no causal efficacy on the part of natural things.49 But the natural law account 

cannot be the way that Malebranche grounds the conceptual possibility of natural evils. 

48 On the traditional account, the regular order refers to the course of nature brought 

about by the internal principles of nature, namely, the forces or powers of all natural things. On 

the natural law account, the regular order, similarly, refers to the order brought about by the 

external principles of nature, namely, the general laws of nature that govern all natural things. 

Given that both accounts regard natural evils such as monstrosities as deviations from the regular 

order, there is arguably a systematic continuity between the classical and medieval conceptions of 

natural evils such as monstrosities – as found in both Aristotle’s and Aquinas’s systems of nature 

– and the natural law account. To be clear, this is neither to say that Aristotle, Aquinas, and 

Malebranche have the same conception of nature, nor to say that the course of nature is 

ontologically identical with the order brought about by the laws of nature. For one thing, Helen 

Hattab shows neatly the ontological distinction between the traditional conception of nature and 

Descartes’s conception of nature – which is essentially the same as Malebranche’s conception of 

nature – in the following way: “on Descartes’s metaphysics, the laws of nature are prior and the 

patterns of activity . . . depend on these laws, not on individual substances in Aristotle’s sense. 

Nature is then redefined as conformity to these laws with the result that no motion diverges from 

the natural order” (“Early Modern Roots of the Philosophical Concept of a Law of Nature,” 32). 

Rather, what I bring to light here is merely the functional identity of the course of nature and the 

order brought about by the laws of nature, because both of them serve to demarcate what is 

possible in the regular order of nature through its own principles, be them internal or external. So 

both Aquinas and Malebranche argue that miracles are against the regular order of nature. For 

Aquinas, as I argued in the above footnote, miracles are merely such because they transgress the 

course of nature, and for Malebranche, “miracles are merely such, because they do not occur in 

accordance with the general laws” (OCM V 63). 

 
49 In the early modern period, it is quite common to conceive of natural evils as 

deviations from the course of nature or the violations of the laws of nature, especially concerning 

monstrosities. The early modern studies of monsters start with the French surgeon Ambroise 

Paré’s 1573 treatise, which is titled Des monstres tant terrestres que marins, avec leurs 

portraicts. Plus un petit traité des plaies faites aux parties nerveuses. Ambroise Paré’s treatise 

expands from 1573 to 1585 and finally becomes his famous Des monstres et prodiges, which 

cements his status as the early modern authority on monsters. In Des monstres et prodiges, 

Ambroise Paré examines various cases of infantile monstrosities, such as two twins joined and 

united by their posterior parts when they are born. What makes these infants monsters, according 

to Ambroise Paré, is that they deviate from the course of nature: “monsters are things . . . beyond 

the course of nature [le cours de nature] (and are the most often signs of some misfortune to 

occur) as an infant that is born with a single arm, an other that will have two heads, and other 

members” (Des monstres et prodiges, 802). Similarly, the French physician François Bouchard in 

his 1672 report of a case of Roberts syndrome (i.e., a genetic disorder that is characterized by the 

malformations of limbs) writes that “a monster is . . . against the course and order of Nature 

[cursum & ordinem Naturae]; just as a two-headed infant, or that has three or more arms or other 

superfluous members mutilated or maimed” (“Infante monstroso Lugduni in viam publicam die 
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As will be clear, the natural law account fails to satisfy the mechanistic constraint. 

On the natural law account, for any natural thing x, x is a natural evil iff x violates the 

laws of nature. Given that there are natural evils (e.g., pains, monstrosities, and disasters), 

there must be natural things that violate the laws of nature. But this fails to satisfy the 

mechanistic constraint insofar as the mechanistic constraint asserts that there are no 

exceptions to the laws of nature, such that there are no natural things that violate the laws 

of nature.50 As Malebranche writes, “the laws of Nature are constant and immutable: they 

are general for all the times and for all the places” (OCM V 31). In Malebranche’s system 

of nature, therefore, even though there are natural things that are conceived of as natural 

evils, these natural things still follow the laws of nature as much as other natural things 

do.51 So even monsters remain the products of the laws of nature. Indeed, this conception 

of natural evils as what necessarily follow the laws of nature is one philosophical 

innovation of Cartesian mechanism.52 In the case of “monsters” (AT XI 524), for 

V. Martii A. MDCLXXI. exposito,” 17). See Alan Bates, “Autopsy on a Case of Roberts 

Syndrome Reported in 1672: The Earliest Description?” At the end of the early modern period, 

the English lexicographer George Crabb in his oft-reprinted work English Synonyms Explained 

also writes that “monsters are violations of the laws of nature” (771). 

 
50 Here I assume that there are no miracles in Malebranche’s system of nature (OCM V 

32, 63). 

 
51 This echoes Descartes’s idea that even though some human bodies are unhealthy in the 

sense that they are not under the control of the mind, they still follow the laws of nature as much 

as those healthy human bodies do: “even if no mind existed in it [i.e., the body], it would still 

have all the same movements that now in it proceed not from the command of the volition and not 

therefore from mind” (AT VII 84). As Helen Hattab writes, “there are no unnatural effects – the 

process that produce monsters conform to the laws of motion just as all natural processes do” 

(“Early Modern Roots of the Philosophical Concept of a Law of Nature,” 31). 

 
52 As Annie Bitbol-Hespériès writes, “Descartes was the first to link a conception of the 

principle of life with a mechanical explanation of the generation of living beings” (“Monsters, 

Nature, and Generation from the Renaissance to the Early Modern Period: The Emergence of 

Medical Thought,” 60). 
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example, Descartes still identifies “the eternal laws of nature” (AT XI 524) with their 

causes, which implies that monsters are still subject to the laws of nature. Similarly, 

Malebranche insists that even in the case of natural evils, the laws of nature remain in 

force. Hence, the natural law account fails. 

1.2.2 The Self-Preservation Account 

On the second account, Malebranche grounds the conceptual possibility of natural 

evils merely in the disposition of self-preservation, such that for any natural thing x, x is a 

natural evil iff x threatens one’s ability to preserve oneself. Let us call this “the self-

preservation account.” The self-preservation account is developed from Lisa Shapiro’s 

account of how Descartes grounds the conceptual possibility of sickness. In Lisa 

Shapiro’s view, Descartes commits to the following formulation of sickness: for any 

natural thing x, x is a sickness iff x threatens one’s “intrinsic stable structure,”53 namely, 

the structure that renders one’s self-preservation possible. Lisa Shapiro notes that what 

distinguishes her account from other accounts is that her account remains a non-

teleological account of sickness, which can still be compatible with Descartes’s 

mechanistic conception of nature: “mechanist ascriptions of health [and sickness] can rest 

on a notion of an intrinsic stable structure (I will call this a form), and . . . this structure 

(or form) need not be conceived of teleologically.”54 With regard to the self-preservation 

account, one can similarly contend that it is a non-teleological account of natural evils, 

which can be compatible with Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of nature. But as I 

53 “The Health of the Body-Machine? or Seventeenth Century Mechanism and the 

Concept of Health,” 422. For a similar account, see Deborah Brown, “Cartesian Functional 

Analysis.” 

 
54 “The Health of the Body-Machine? or Seventeenth Century Mechanism and the 

Concept of Health,” 426. 
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will explain later, the self-preservation account cannot be a non-teleological account, as it 

presupposes that there are purposes in Malebranche’s nature. Hence, this account is 

incompatible with Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of nature and fails to satisfy the 

mechanistic constraint. 

Granted, one may argue that the self-preservation account is a non-teleological 

account insofar as there can be natural evils without there being any purposes. In other 

words, one may argue that as long as there are natural things that threaten one’s ability to 

preserve oneself, there are natural evils, and purposes are not necessary for these natural 

things to be natural evils. But it must be noted that without purposes, it is impossible for 

threats to one’s ability to preserve oneself to be natural evils, which are bad things instead 

of merely neutral things. This explains why the self-preservation account remains a 

necessarily teleological account. More specifically, the teleological character of the self-

preservation account consists in its implicit presupposition that all living beings have 

self-preservation as their purpose, namely, all living beings ought to preserve themselves. 

Otherwise, if all living beings were not even supposed to preserve themselves, then how 

could threats to one’s ability to preserve oneself be conceived of as natural evils in the 

first place? It is in virtue of this presupposition that the self-preservation account can 

establish its concept of natural evils. 

It is clear that the self-preservation account draws the inference from “x 

threatens55 one’s ability to preserve oneself” to “x is a natural evil,” and this inference is 

reducible to the evaluative claim “threats to one’s ability to preserve oneself are natural 

evils.” But what is at stake is whether this evaluative claim can be derived from non-

55 I am following Lisa Shapiro in using “threaten” in such a non-evaluative way that it is 

equivalent to “undermine.” 
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evaluative claims about the physical features of extended things in nature. Yet this is 

impossible.56 Actually, this evaluative claim “threats to one’s ability to preserve oneself 

are natural evils” is derived from the evaluative claim “all living beings ought to preserve 

themselves,”57 which is equivalent to an evaluative claim that presupposes teleology: “all 

living beings have the purpose of self-preservation.”58 Because it implicitly presupposes a 

purpose for all living beings, the self-preservation account remains a teleological account. 

Given its teleological character, the self-preservation account cannot be compatible with 

Malebranche’s mechanistic conception of nature, so it fails to satisfy the mechanistic 

constraint. To be more specific, for the self-preservation account to hold up, all living 

beings must have self-preservation as their purpose, which renders the claim “all living 

56 Hume’s discussion of the impossibility of deriving “ought” claims from “is” claims 

may be relevant in this case: “for as this ought, or ought not, expresses some new relation or 

affirmation, ’tis necessary that it shou’d be observ’d and explain’d; and at the same time that a 

reason shou’d be given, for what seems altogether inconceivable, how this new relation can be a 

deduction from others, which are entirely different from it” (T 3.1.1.27). Admittedly, Hume’s 

idea may be problematic: the “ought” claim “this ought to write” may be derived from the “is” 

claim “this is a pen.” But this does not matter for my objection, which involves no functional 

terms. For example, to draw the inference from the non-evaluative claim “it never rains in 

southern California” to the evaluative claim “southern California is good,” one must presuppose 

the evaluative claim “a place where it never rains is good.” 

 
57 Or alternatively, “all things that have certain self-preserving structure ought to preserve 

themselves.” 

 
58 As I understand it, this is why Lisa Shapiro’s purportedly non-teleological account 

fails. If nature is composed of extended things alone, then how can a living being that has an 

intrinsic stable structure be good (i.e., healthy) in any event? Lisa Shapiro explains that 

“mechanical integrity is a necessary precondition of something mechanical working as a 

machine—doing work toward some purpose or end. In order to be considered useful at all, a thing 

must have a stable structure of its moving parts. This structural integrity, as much as the motion 

of its parts, allows the thing to be put to some kind of work, of whatever kind that might be” 

(“The Health of the Body-Machine? or Seventeenth Century Mechanism and the Concept of 

Health,” 434-435). So Lisa Shapiro holds that the intrinsic stable structure makes one living being 

good (i.e., healthy) insofar as it allows this living being to serve any purpose at all. Obviously, 

Lisa Shapiro’s explanation presupposes that this living being has a certain purpose in the first 

place. But if this living being has no purpose that it ought to serve, then it is clear that the intrinsic 

stable structure cannot make this living being good (i.e., healthy). So Lisa Shapiro’s account 

imports substantial forms into nature through the backdoor. 
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beings ought to preserve themselves” true. But where does this purpose of self-

preservation come from? There are two options. On the first option, this purpose is 

imported from the supernatural order where God has the dessein that all living beings 

ought to preserve themselves. But then this account can no longer be the self-preservation 

account, for the self-preservation account should ground the conceptual possibility of 

natural evils in the natural order just as Lisa Shapiro’s account renders it possible “for 

the mechanist to find a norm for health in the physical world.”59 So we are left with the 

second option: the purpose of self-preservation is located in the natural order, which 

implies that there are still purposes in Malebranche’s nature. But if so, Malebranche’s 

nature cannot be composed solely of extended natural things, for purposes are neither 

extensions nor modes of extensions. Therefore, the self-preservation account fails to 

satisfy the mechanistic constraint. Because the two previous accounts fail, in the next 

section, I will propose my account of how Malebranche grounds the conceptual 

possibility of natural evils in the supernatural order, which adopts the extrinsic approach. 

1.2.3 The Preformation Account 

On the third account, Malebranche grounds the conceptual possibility of natural 

evils merely in the preformation (emboîtement) of all living beings, such that for any 

natural thing x,60 x is a natural evil iff x deviates from its original form. Let us call this 

“the preformation account.” The preformation account depends on the doctrine of 

preformation, which states that God at the moment of Creation preforms all living beings 

59 “The Health of the Body-Machine? or Seventeenth Century Mechanism and the 

Concept of Health,” 430; emphasis added. 

 
60 By “any natural thing x” I mean a particular natural thing rather than a particular kind 

of natural thing. 
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in the figure of miniatures, and these miniatures are what I refer to as “the original 

forms.”61 According to the doctrine of preformation, more specifically, all the subsequent 

generations of any given living being are already present in this living being, albeit 

encased in the way Russian dolls are stacked up. Preformationists argue that there is no 

such thing as “generation,” and what is understood as “generation” is nothing but the 

expansion of all living beings, which pre-exist in the figure of miniatures since Creation. 

So the doctrine of preformation is often opposed to the doctrine of epigenesis, which 

states that all living beings are formed de novo when they are naturally brought about by 

conception.62 Of course, the doctrine of preformation sounds quite odd to our 

contemporary ears. However, many early modern philosophers, among whom are Régis, 

Malebranche, and Leibniz, find this doctrine compelling. So what motivates all these 

philosophers, Malebranche in particular, to commit to the doctrine of preformation? 

At stake for these philosophers is the explanatory inadequacy of the laws of 

nature with regard to the formation of organisms, which suggests the doctrine of 

preformation. To be more specific, organisms are analogous to highly complex artifacts 

61 See Swammerdam, Bybel der natuure. I use “preformation” to mean “divine 

preformation,” which is the doctrine that all living beings pre-exist in the figure of miniatures 

created by God since Creation. So “divine preformation” is often called “pre-existence.” But 

there is another type of “preformation,” namely, “natural preformation,” which is the doctrine that 

all living beings pre-exist in the figure of miniatures created by sperms and eggs since some time 

right before the conception. See Jacques Roger, Les sciences de la vie dans la pensée française du 

XVIIIe siècle, Peter Bowler, “Preformation and Pre-existence in the Seventeenth Century: A Brief 

Analysis,” and Andrew Pyle, “Animal Generation and the Mechanical Philosophy: Some Light 

on the Role of Biology in the Scientific Revolution.” 

 
62 See Harvey, On Animal Generation. For a detailed historical account of the eighteenth-

century debate between the natural preformationist Haller and the epigenecist Wolff, see Shirley 

Roe, Matter, Life, and Generation: Eighteenth-Century Embryology and the Haller-Wolff Debate. 

Although the doctrine of natural preformation is dominant in the eighteenth century, it comes to 

be replaced by the doctrine of epigenesis later in the nineteenth century. See Helmut Müller-

Sievers, Self-Generation Biology, Philosophy, and Literature Around 1800. 
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insofar as they have parts that mutually depend on one another for the sake of the whole 

(e.g., the leaves and the trunks nourish each other to sustain the tree). But just as the laws 

of nature cannot explain the production of highly complex artifacts (e.g., mechanical 

clocks), the laws of nature cannot explain the formation of organisms either. Since the 

laws of nature are explanatorily inadequate with regard to the formation of organisms, the 

doctrine of preformation, which states that all living beings are preformed by God at 

Creation, seems to be much more sensible. In this case, the laws of nature are simply not 

involved in the process of the formation of organisms. As Malebranche’s contemporary 

Garden contends: 

And indeed all the Laws of Motion which are as yet discovered, can give 

but a very lame account of the forming of a Plant or Animal. We see how 

wretchedly Des Cartes came off when he began to apply them to this 

subject; they are form’d by Laws yet unknown to Mankind, and it seems 

most probable that the Stamina [i.e., their basic parts] of all the Plants and 

Animals that have ever been, or ever shall be in the World, have been 

formed ab Origine Mundi by the Almighty Creator within the first of each 

respective kind.63  

 

Similarly, as Malebranche points out:  

An organized body contains an infinity of parts that mutually depend on 

one another in relation to particular ends [fins], and that ought to be all 

actually formed to be able to work together. . . . the heart cannot beat and 

pump the blood in the arteries if they are not already finished [faites], . . . 

the organs . . . cannot work when they are not actually formed and 

connected together. So it would be to set about the very wrong way to 

claim to extract from the simple and general laws of the communications of 

63 “A Discourse Concerning the Modern Theory of Generation,” 476-477. In the same 

vein, Bentley also argues that “that the organs themselves should be mechanically formed, we 

conceive it to be impossible and utterly inexplicable” (Eight Boyle Lectures, 84). Thus, 

mechanical philosophy (e.g., Cartesian mechanism), which deprives nature of any internal 

principles (e.g., substantial forms), appeals to supernatural principles to explain the working of 

nature. See Keith Hutchison, “Supernaturalism and the Mechanical Philosophy.” 
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movements the formation of animals and of plants and of their parts one 

after another. (OCM II 343-344)64  

 

To summarize, because “it is surely not possible that the laws of movements alone can 

adjust together . . . an almost infinite number of organized parts, which make what we 

call an animal, or a plant” (OCM XII 229), Malebranche commits to preformationism and 

insists that God preforms all living beings at Creation.65 In terms of humans and animals, 

Malebranche claims that “all the bodies of humans and of animals, which will be born 

until the consummation of ages, have . . . been produced from the creation of the world” 

(OCM I 83) in the figure of miniatures, whereas in terms of plants, Malebranche claims 

that “all the trees are in miniature in the germ of their seed” (OCM I 82), so “there are 

infinite trees in one germ alone” (OCM I 82).66 Given the doctrine of preformation, the 

working of nature (e.g., the mutual dependency of organic parts in relation to the whole) 

no longer needs to be explained by the laws of nature, and, thus, the existence of living 

64 It must be noted that here Malebranche mentions the particular “ends” or “purposes” of 

living beings, and I take it for granted that living beings have purposes for Malebranche. But this 

should not bother us insofar as our project at this point is not so much to discuss whether there are 

such purposes, but to explain what these purposes are, thereby grounding the conceptual 

possibility of natural evils in Malebranche’s system. This is because the purportedly non-

teleological accounts (e.g., the self-preservation account) have been refuted above, and we are left 

with teleological accounts. In this case, it is not problematic to presuppose that living beings have 

purposes for Malebranche. 

 
65 Andrew Pyle argues that Malebranche’s commitment to the doctrine of preformation 

represents a shift toward supernaturalism in early modern conceptions of nature (“Animal 

Generation and the Mechanical Philosophy: Some Light on the Role of Biology in the Scientific 

Revolution.” See also “Malebranche on Animal Generation: Preexistence and the Microscope”). 

Karen Detlefsen argues that Malebranche embraces the biological doctrine of preformation for 

theological and scientific reasons, such as the transmission of original sin to generations 

(“Biology and Theology in Malebranche’s Theory of Organic Generation.” See also 

“Supernaturalism, occasionalism, and preformation in Malebranche”). 

 
66 Malebranche also writes that “one sees in the germ of the bulb of a tulip an entire tulip. 

One also sees in the germ of a fresh egg, and which has not been incubated, a chicken that is . . . 

entirely formed. One sees frogs in the eggs of frogs, and one will still see other animals in their 

germ, when one will have enough skill and experience to discover them” (OCM I 82-83). 
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beings no longer problematizes the laws of nature. This is precisely why Malebranche – 

together with many other early modern philosophers – commits to the doctrine of 

preformation.  

Even though it has been made clear why Malebranche commits to the doctrine of 

preformation, it remains unclear how the doctrine of preformation ultimately leads to the 

preformation account of natural evils. What we need in this case is an explanation of the 

perfection of the original forms. This is because the original forms are made the standards 

of what count as natural evils, namely, natural imperfections: once the perfection of the 

original forms is established, it follows that the deviations from the original forms are 

natural evils. Malebranche indeed conceives of the original forms as the manifestations of 

God’s volitions, and these divine volitions at stake are God’s particular volitions instead 

of God’s general volitions. Hence, Malebranche argues that “the [pre-]formation of 

organized bodies . . . has not been able to be determined without that He has acted by 

particular volitions” (OCM VII 594), and “when God has created the world, the humans, 

the animals, the plants, the organized bodies, that contain in their seeds what is necessary 

to provide all the centuries with their species, He has done it by particular volitions” 

(OCM VIII 759). Now there is a fundamental distinction that Malebranche draws 

between God’s acting by general volitions and God’s acting by particular volitions. 

According to Malebranche, “God acts by general volitions, when He acts in consequence 

of the general laws” (OCM V 147),67 and “God acts by particular volitions, when the 

efficacy of His volition is not determined by any general law to produce any effect” 

67 For example, “when He makes me sense pain at the time I am pricked: because in 

consequence of the general . . . laws of the union of the soul and of the body that He has 

established, He makes me suffer pain when my body is badly disposed” (OCM V 147). 
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(OCM V 147-148).68 God’s creation of the original forms by particular volitions is thus 

unbound by any rules (e.g., the laws of nature). But if God in creating the original forms 

remains unbound by any rules, then the original forms cannot be monsters, because God 

does not need to compromise his act of creation to follow the rules. As Malebranche 

stresses, “God has not had the dessein to make monsters: for it seems evident to me that if 

God made merely [i.e., in a way that is unbound by any rules, namely, by particular 

volitions] an animal, He would never make it monstrous” (OCM I 245).69 Thus, the 

original forms represent the perfect states of all living beings, as opposed to their 

monstrous or imperfect states. So Malebranche notes that God at the moment of Creation, 

“has made in a moment all His Works [i.e., the original forms] in their greatest perfection 

[dans leur plus grande perfection]” (OCM II 343). Insofar as these original forms 

represent the perfect states of all living beings, Malebranche is led to insist that the 

natural things that deviate from the original forms are natural evils. For example, if the 

original form of a human as her perfect state has four limbs, then the natural loss of a 

limb in this human as a deviation from her original form is a natural evil. In other words, 

the preformation account makes the original forms the standards of what count as natural 

evils. Now it has been made clear how the original forms render natural evils 

conceptually possible, which ultimately shows how the doctrine of preformation leads to 

the preformation account of natural evils. But one may still wonder what grounds the 

perfection of the original forms in Malebranche’s system. Indeed, Malebranche appeals 

68 For example, when “God makes me sense the pain of prick, without that there occurs in 

my body, or in any creature whatsoever, any change that determines Him to act in me according 

to some general laws” (OCM V 148). 

 
69 Malebranche also denies that “God makes monsters through a . . . particular volition” 

(OCM III 54). 
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to God’s desseins, and it is this appeal to God’s desseins that grounds the conceptual 

possibility of natural evils extrinsically in the supernatural order. 

To see the original forms as perfect is nothing but to see the original forms as the 

standard for all living beings, namely, what all living beings ought to follow. In this 

regard, Malebranche follows Descartes and insists that perfection is what everything 

“ought to have [devoit avoir]” (OCM II 343). Thus, what the preformation account needs 

– for the grounding of the perfection of the original forms – is an explanation of why all 

living beings ought to conform with the original forms, such that all living beings have 

the same purpose of conforming with the original forms. One may maintain that all living 

beings ought to conform with the original forms simply because of what God’s desseins – 

God’s plans or intentions – command. In Descartes’s discussion of animals and plants, 

for example, as Dennis Des Chene notes: 

There is no locus for ascribing ends [i.e., purposes, or, “ought” claims] to 

them except in God . . . . The functional language that, like his opponents, 

Descartes uses to describe living things can be explicated only as a 

projection . . . of divine intentions [i.e., God’s desseins].70  

 

Indeed, it is typical for early modern philosophers, Cartesian mechanists in particular, to 

import purposes from God’s desseins instead of nature: once nature is devoid of 

substantial forms, God becomes the locus of the purposes for all living beings.71 

70 Spirits and Clocks: Machine and Organism in Descartes, 11. Also, “in Descartes’ 

physiology, the operations of the body, though undoubtedly physical, cannot be completely 

understood except by referring them to ends. Ends cannot be entirely supplanted by dispositions, 

even in animals. Reference to them can be deferred by fables of imitation. But if the physiology is 

to escape the confines of fiction, the role of norms in defining the functions of the body must be 

acknowledged, and with it that of the rational agent, God, whose intentions in creating animals 

establishes [sic] those norms.” (Spirits and Clocks: Machine and Organism in Descartes, 140). 

 
71 As Margaret Osler writes, “although most seventeenth-century mechanical 

philosophers rejected immanent final causes—in the sense of the actualization of forms—they 

accepted an idea of finality as imposed on nature from without. What is at stake here is not the 
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However, there can still be two different ways to understand God’s desseins that 

determine that all living beings ought to conform with the original forms. First, God’s 

desseins can be understood as the decrees of God’s volition, in which case Malebranche 

would be a theological voluntarist who argues that God’s volition or will prescribes the 

conformity with the original forms for all living beings. Second, God’s desseins can be 

understood as the dictates of God’s Reason, in which case Malebranche would be a 

rationalist who argues that God’s Reason or intellect prescribes the conformity with the 

original forms for all living beings. This difference concerns the foundation of the 

preformation account, and as I will argue later, Malebranche is a rationalist when he 

conceives of the original forms as what all living beings ought to conform with. Hence, 

all living beings for Malebranche ought to conform with the original forms simply 

because God’s Reason issues such a dictate, and God’s Reason – as opposed to God’s 

volition – is the source of normativity. 

In Entretiens sur la métaphysique et sur la religion, Malebranche’s spokesperson 

Theodore argues that “it is to turn everything upside down to claim that God is above 

Reason [au-dessus de la Raison], and that He does not have any other rule in His desseins 

rejection of final causes per se, but their reinterpretation within a new concept of nature. With the 

mechanical reinterpretation of final causes, the idea of individual natures that possess immanent 

finality was replaced with the idea of nature as a whole which is the product of the divine 

artificer. Nature became a work of art” (“From Immanent Natures to Nature as Artifice: The 

Reinterpretation of Final Causes in Seventeenth-Century Natural Philosophy,” 389-390). To sum 

up, “the reinterpretation of final causes in seventeenth-century natural philosophy embodied a 

transformation in the concept of nature: in place of natures containing their own immanent 

finality, Nature as a whole came to be viewed as the creation of a divine artificer, whose wisdom 

is reflected in the design of the creation” (“From Immanent Natures to Nature as Artifice: The 

Reinterpretation of Final Causes in Seventeenth-Century Natural Philosophy,” 403). Jeffrey 

McDonough also notes “the two-tier picture of teleology of the mechanistic outlook: rocks and 

fire, wings and gills may all be counted as efficient causes in virtue of their intrinsic natures, but 

they may have ends ascribed to them only in virtue of their extrinsic relations to intelligent 

beings” (“The Heyday of Teleology and Early Modern Philosophy,” 186). 
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than His pure volition” (OCM XII 220). Malebranche here implies that God’s desseins 

can merely be the dictates of His Reason; otherwise, if God’s desseins were the decrees 

of His volition, then whatever God’s volition decrees (e.g., “trees ought to have leaves”) 

would be absolutely true, independently of what God’s Reason dictates, and God would 

thus be above Reason. In fact, Malebranche rejects one implication of theological 

voluntarism, which concerns the lack of beauty or admirability of God’s work. 

Malebranche’s argument is as follows: if whatever God’s volition decrees were true, and 

God in governing nature conformed with the decrees of His volition alone, then whatever 

states of nature that God produces would conform with the decrees of His volition and 

thereby become perfect, and God’s work would not be beautiful or admirable sensu 

stricto, because even the exact opposites of the current states of nature would be as 

perfect as the current states of nature, insofar as both states of nature equally conform to 

the decrees of His volition. This is Malebranche’s argument that establishes the status of 

God’s Reason as the source of normativity. As Malebranche’s spokesperson Theodore 

explains in detail: 

According to this principle, the Universe is perfect, because God has 

willed it. The monsters are works as achieved as others according to the 

desseins of God. It is good to have eyes at the top of the head; but they 

would have been also wisely placed everywhere else, if God had put them 

there. One turns then the world upside down, one makes a chaos of it, it 

will be always equally admirable, since all its beauty consists in its 

conformity with the divine volition . . . . It is thus necessary that all the 

beauty of the Universe disappears at the sight of this great [voluntaristic] 

principle, that God is superior to Reason, . . . and that His all pure volition 

is the unique rule of His actions. (OCM XII 221)72  

72 Indeed, Malebranche also uses this argument to respond to Arnauld’s theological 

voluntarism. For if that were the case, “what will one find in the universe that merits our 

admirations?” (OCM VIII 769). 
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This argument can be reformulated as follows: if the Universe were perfect just because 

God wills the Universe to be in this way, then the Universe would be perfect even if the 

Universe appeared to be the opposite of what it is now, as long as the Universe could be 

in conformity with the way God wills it to be, but this would merely make the Universe 

admirable in a trivial sense, so the perfection of the Universe can merely be grounded in 

the dictates of God’s Reason, as opposed to the decrees of God’s volition. Hence, 

Malebranche arguably commits to rationalism and thus conceives of God’s desseins that 

determine all living beings to conform with the original forms solely as the dictates of 

God’s Reason, as opposed to the decrees of God’s volition.73 

Hence, the preformation account runs as follows: God at the beginning creates the 

original forms, and the original forms constitute the purposes for all living beings insofar 

as God’s Reason dictates that all living beings ought to conform with the original forms, 

and with the purposes imported from the dictates of God’s Reason (i.e., God desseins), 

Malebranche ultimately conceives of the deviations from the original forms as natural 

evils. So the preformation account is distinguished from the natural law account and the 

self-preservation account by its foundation in the supernatural order rather than the 

natural order. To be more specific, the natural law account and the self-preservation 

account fail to identify anything in nature that can distinguish natural evils from their 

opposites, namely, the normal states of nature: (a) the laws of nature cannot distinguish 

natural evils because there are no exceptions to the laws of nature; (b) there is nothing in 

nature to render self-preservation the purpose for all living beings. Given the 

73 This can also be understood in light of Malebranche’s claim that one in consulting 

Reason cognizes the relations of perfections (OCM XI 19), which suggests that the perfection of 

the original forms is also grounded in God’s desseins as the dictates of God’s Reason.  
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inexplicability of natural evils in terms of the natural order, the preformation account is 

arguably more compelling, insofar as it explains natural evils in terms of God’s desseins, 

which belong in the supernatural order.  

Now let us examine whether the preformation account can satisfy those two 

constraints. To begin with, the preformation account satisfies the mechanistic constraint, 

because the doctrine of preformation is supposed to complement mechanism. More 

specifically, Cartesian mechanists appeal to the doctrine of preformation to resolve the 

explanatory inadequacy of the laws of nature with regard to the formation of organisms. 

Moreover, Malebranche insists that the original forms are fundamentally different from 

those non-extended things such as ghosts, for the original forms still exist as extended 

things in nature. Indeed, Malebranche corroborates the doctrine of preformation through 

the physical observation of microscopic living beings under a microscope, which 

Malebranche understands as the original forms (OCM I 80). The preformation account 

also satisfies the dysfunctional constraint. One may contend that the preformation 

account fails to satisfy the dysfunctional constraint because it is possible to be unable to 

preserve oneself without there being any deviations from the original forms. But the 

preformation account does establish this connection between one’s inability to preserve 

oneself and deviations from the original forms, for if one is unable to preserve oneself, 

then one must have deviated from one’s original form. For example, if one is unable to 

preserve oneself on account of the loss of one’s limbs, then one must have deviated from 

one’s original form, because one’s original form has four limbs. Other examples are 

analyzable similarly.74 This connection can be articulated differently: the original forms 

74 What matters is that the original forms possess the ability to preserve themselves, and 

this does not imply that the original forms exercise the ability to preserve themselves. 



29

 

as the most perfect living beings (OCM II 343) are necessarily able to preserve 

themselves, such that any living beings that are unable to preserve themselves must have 

deviated from the original forms. So God’s Reason in dictating that we ought to be 

perfect also dictates that we ought to have the ability to “preserve our life” (OCM V 151), 

and we “ought to sense through the senses pleasures similar to those that we feel in the 

use of things, which are proper for the preservation of life” (OCM I 70). Given the 

connection between one’s inability to preserve oneself and deviations from the original 

forms, the preformation account still satisfies the dysfunctional constraint. 

1.3 Objections and Replies 

1.3.1 The Categorical Objection 

One may maintain that the preformation account – which formulates natural evils 

as (natural) deviations from the original forms – is false because it merely accommodates 

one category of natural evils, namely, monstrosities, whereas the remaining two 

categories of natural evils (i.e., pains and disasters) do not fit with this formulation, for 

both pains and disasters are not apparent natural deviations from the original forms. 

Simply put, the categorical objection is that the preformation account cannot 

accommodate all categories of natural evils. More specifically, the categorical objection 

consists of two problems: (a) pains and disasters do not appear to be deviations; (b) pains 

in particular do not appear to be natural (i.e., physical or material). To begin with, while 

all natural evils are deviations, not all natural evils are direct deviations, as some natural 

evils are indirect deviations (i.e., pains and disasters). So what is the distinction between 

direct deviations and indirect deviations? Natural evils are direct deviations iff they are 

themselves the deviations, whereas natural evils are indirect deviations iff they are 
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merely the causes or the effects of the deviations.75 Disasters are the causes of the 

deviations. Malebranche points out that hail causes the destruction of crops (OCM V 32), 

and the destruction of crops signals the crops’ deviations. In the same vein, pains are the 

effects of the deviations. Malebranche points out that pains are effected by the destruction 

of one’s body, and the destruction of one’s body signals one’s deviation. As Malebranche 

puts it, “we feel pain, when it occurs in the body a change capable of destroying it, as 

when a needle enters into the flesh, or that the fire separates some parts of it” (OCM I 

128).76 Given that there are direct and indirect deviations from the original forms, the 

preformation account can still accommodate pains and disasters. So the first problem is 

solved. But the second problem remains, which concerns the non-natural status of pains. 

Malebranche insists that “pain [is] in the soul” (OCM I 123), because pains are modes of 

the soul or the mind, which do not properly belong in the natural order. But if that is the 

case, then the preformation account in accommodating natural evils cannot accommodate 

pains, for pains are not even natural things in the first place. It must be noted, however, 

that this is not only a problem for the preformation account, as all accounts are supposed 

to treat pains as natural evils, which results in the problematic status of pains as natural 

evils. That said, there may be a way to avoid the second problem, for one may distinguish 

two senses of the term “pain.” First, there are phenomena that are referred to as “pains,” 

75 In this case, if pains and disasters can be demonstrated as the causes or the effects of 

the deviations, then pains and disasters can still be deviations – albeit indirect deviations – which 

defends the preformation account. 

 
76 Granted, there seem to be exceptions to the thesis that pains are the effects of the 

deviations, for pains seem to be uncaused in some cases (e.g., phantom limbs). Malebranche often 

talks about “those who have lost an arm sense in it very severe pains, even long time after the loss 

of this arm” (OCM III 56). In this case, pains can still be the effects of deviations insofar as if the 

amputee’s body remains intact, then the amputee cannot feel any pains in their phantom limbs, 

such that pains remain the effects of the deviations that consist in the destruction of the body. 
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and these phenomena occur in the soul or the mind, as Malebranche indicates. Second, 

there are also physical dispositions of the body that are referred to as “pains,” and these 

physical dispositions of the body occur precisely when pains in the first sense occur. 

Pains in the second sense can therefore be understood as the physical counterparts of 

pains in the first sense. In fact, the term “pain” is often used in its second sense in 

Malebranche’s works. In Entretiens sur la métaphysique et sur la religion, 

Malebranche’s spokesperson Theodore often conceives of pains as certain motions in the 

brain – which relate to “certain part of my brain being shaken in such a way” (OCM XII 

93) – and “pains” here are understood precisely in the second sense, since pains as certain 

motions in the brain are fundamentally different from any phenomena that occur in the 

soul or the mind. According to these two senses of the term “pain,” there can still be a 

sense in which pains are natural evils, namely, pains as certain physical dispositions of 

the body. As long as pains are conceived of in this second sense, pains can remain 

natural, and this solves the second problem. With these two problems solved, the 

preformation account still accommodates all the categories of natural evils, including 

pains and disasters.  

1.3.2 The “Desseins” Objection 

One may argue that the preformation account remains false because it renders 

monstrosities dependent on God’s desseins,77 whereas Malebranche conceives of 

monstrosities as independent of God’s desseins. This objection is motivated by a passage 

in Malebranche’s correspondence with Arnauld, namely, “if all the parts of a clock have 

77 Analogously, this is the idea that the defect of an artifact depends on the artisan’s 

dessein about how that defective artifact ought to be. For example, whether a laptop is defective 

depends on what dessein the manufacturer has about how that defective laptop ought to be (e.g., 

that defective laptop ought to be able to run Windows). 
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among them the relations and the chain necessary to measure exactly the time. This is a 

perfect work of its kind, anyway one supposes that the clockmaker has had this 

extravagant dessein to make nothing that is worth. And if a clock marks the hours badly, 

it has an essential defect, whatever dessein that the one who has made it has had. So a 

monster is a work imperfect, whatever dessein that God has had in making it” (OCM VIII 

770). But this passage does not really support the desseins objection. Admittedly, 

Malebranche compares monsters to clocks, which are human artifacts that ought to tell 

the time, regardless of the clockmaker’s desseins about how they ought to be. By 

analogy, monsters are divine artifacts that ought to be in a certain way, regardless of 

God’s desseins about how they ought to be. But this analogy does not really falsify the 

preformation account. As mentioned above, there can be two different ways to 

understand God’s desseins, namely, God’s desseins as (a) the decrees of God’s volition 

or (b) the dictates of God’s Reason. On the preformation account, monstrosities depend 

on God’s desseins as the dictates of God’s Reason, as opposed to the decrees of God’s 

volition. Thus, in order to falsify the preformation account, one needs to prove that 

Malebranche in the passage above is just claiming that God’s desseins as the dictates of 

God’s Reason – as opposed to the decrees of God’s volition – are not related to the 

grounding of monstrosities. However, Malebranche in the passage above is merely taking 

issue with Arnauld’s theological voluntarism, which sees monstrosities as dependent on 

God’s desseins as the decrees of God’s volition. So the passage above does not pose a 

problem for the preformation account. 

In the context of his correspondence with Arnauld, Malebranche states explicitly 

that he is merely objecting to Arnauld’s notorious statement that “it is the ignorance of 
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humans that makes that one regards monsters as VISIBLE DEFECTS” (OCM VIII 769). 

As a theological voluntarist, Arnauld insists that there are no genuine monsters in the 

universe or the natural world, because all those so-called monsters remain willed by God, 

and once one knows that God’s volition decrees that the so-called monsters ought to be in 

this way, one can refrain from regarding them as genuine monsters, namely, visible 

defects. It is clear that Arnauld has in mind the idea that monstrosities depend on God’s 

desseins as the decrees of God’s volition. In this context of their correspondence, even 

though both Malebranche and Arnauld use the term “God’s desseins” – “the desseins of 

the Creator” (OCM VIII 767) or “desseins of God” (OCM VIII 769) – they still refer to 

God’s desseins as the decrees of God’s volition. Arnauld is a theological voluntarist, and 

by “God’s desseins” he can only refer to the decrees of God’s volition. However, 

Malebranche undertakes to object to Arnauld’s theological voluntarism, so in his 

objection, Malebranche still needs to follow Arnauld’s usage of “God’s desseins” as 

referring to the decrees of God’s volition. Therefore, Malebranche in claiming that 

monstrosities are independent of God’s desseins is ultimately claiming that God’s 

desseins as the decrees of God’s volition are irrelevant to the grounding of monstrosities, 

which does not really pose any problem for the preformation account. Indeed, this 

qualification of God’s desseins is even more evident in the primary text. After the end of 

the passage above – namely, “so a monster is a work imperfect, whatever dessein that 

God has had in making it” (OCM VIII 770) – Malebranche writes that “is it not better to 

put defects in the works of God, than to put them in His desseins? Is it not better to allow 

in the Universe visible defects that everyone notices in it, and that one cannot remove it, 

and to maintain that the disorders are results of the simplicity of the natural laws, than to 
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claim that God wills them positively and directly, and to give to the infinitely perfect 

Being desseins unworthy of His wisdom, of His goodness, and of His other attributes?” 

(OCM VIII 770). Malebranche here explains that if monstrosities depend on God’s 

desseins, then God in having these desseins must will those living beings positively and 

directly, and these desseins of God must not ultimately be worthy of God’s wisdom, 

namely, God’s Reason. It follows that these divine desseins are about God’s volition, and 

they are opposed to God’s Reason. In this case, Malebranche clearly sees God’s desseins 

as the decrees of God’s volition. Otherwise, how can Malebranche hold that the dictates 

of God’s Reason are unworthy of God’s Reason itself?78 Accordingly, Malebranche in 

maintaining that “a monster is a work imperfect, whatever dessein that God has had in 

making it” (OCM VIII 770) does not imply that monstrosities are independent of God’s 

desseins understood as the dictates of God’s Reason. 

1.3.3 The Epistemological Objection 

One may argue that the preformation account is false because the preformation 

account presupposes that Malebranche can have access to God’s desseins, which 

contradicts the principle of the inscrutability of God’s desseins. More specifically, based 

on the preformation account, Malebranche makes the original forms the standards of 

what count as natural evils, and this is because he knows that the original forms conform 

with the dictates of God’s Reason, but he knows this only if he has access to the dictates 

of God’s Reason, which are nothing but God’s desseins. In this case, one might argue that 

Malebranche still adheres to the principle of the inscrutability of God’s desseins, which 

78 Malebranche also writes that “His wisdom does not allow Him to have the practical 

volitions necessary for this dessein” (OCM VIII 771), which suggests that God’s desseins for 

Malebranche are the decrees of God’s volition. 
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implies that it is impossible for Malebranche to determine whether the original forms 

conform with the dictates of God’s Reason. Thus, the preformation account is arguably 

based on a presupposition that Malebranche does not accept. To reply to the 

epistemological objection, one must show that in Malebranche’s view, one can still know 

the dictates of God’s Reason. To be clear, the principle of the inscrutability of God’s 

desseins applies to God’s desseins as the decrees of God’s volition rather than the dictates 

of God’s Reason. So one can still know the dictates of God’s Reason and have access to 

this part of God’s desseins. But in virtue of what can one know what God’s Reason 

dictates? For Malebranche, God’s Reason is also our Reason, which denotes the thinking 

faculty of our minds. As Malebranche writes, “the Wisdom of God [i.e., God’s 

Reason] . . . is the universal Reason of minds” (OCM V 117). Malebranche also 

emphasizes that because “the Reason in which all humans participate is universal, . . . it is 

not different from that of God Himself” (OCM III 131). Given Malebranche’s conception 

of Reason as shared by all minds or thinking beings, God and humans possess one and 

the same Reason. Accordingly, if humans exercise the thinking faculty of their minds, or, 

if humans consult their Reason, then they can grasp certain claims dictated by their 

Reason, and all these claims are also dictated by God’s Reason. In this manner, all 

humans as thinking beings are made possible to know what God’s Reason dictates, and 

God’s desseins are not absolutely inscrutable. Consequently, the preformation account 

goes as follows: Malebranche in consulting his own Reason comes to know that the 

original forms conform with God’s desseins as the dictates of His Reason, and the 

original forms therefore represent the perfect states of all living beings that serve as their 

purposes, and Malebranche is thus led to conceive of the deviations from the original 
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forms as natural evils. Above are my replies to the three major objections to the 

preformation account of the conceptual possibility of natural evils. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE PHYSICAL POSSIBILITY OF NATURAL EVILS 

Traditional theists believe in the doctrine of divine providence: everything that 

takes place in the universe falls under God’s sovereign reign. According to traditional 

theists, God’s sovereign reign extends over everything. As Aquinas’s teacher Albertus 

Magnus argues in De Adhaerendo Deo: “God provides for [i.e., governs] all the things 

immediately, and all the way down to the last individual things [singularia]. So nothing 

from the greatest all the way to the smallest escapes the eternal providence of God” (OO 

XXXVII 541). Although there are many different conceptions of God’s providential 

involvement in the universe,79 one belief has always been foundational: God is causally 

involved in the universe, particularly the material universe, to such an extent that God (in 

virtue of His activities) acts as the whole cause or the partial cause of everything that 

takes place in the material universe (e.g., earthquakes, tornadoes, and tsunamis).80 

Understood as the theological doctrine that pronounces God’s causal involvement 

in the material universe, divine providence figures as one recurring theme in all the main 

religious traditions, particularly the Abrahamic religions. In the Hebrew Scriptures, for 

example, the psalmist repeatedly states that God is the one 

Who covers the heavens with clouds, readies rain for the earth, makes 

mountains flourish with grass . . . . [In winter] He pours forth snow like 

fleece, scatters frost like ash. He flings His ice like bread crumbs. . . . [In 

79 For example, see Paul Helseth, William Craig, Ron Highfield, and Gregory Bird, Four 

Views on Divine Providence. 

 
80 As Alfred Freddoso puts it, “central to the western theistic understanding of divine 

providence is the conviction that God is the sovereign Lord of nature. He created the physical 

universe and continually conserves it in existence. What’s more, He is always and everywhere 

active in it by His power. The operations of nature, be they minute or catastrophic, commonplace 

or unprecedented, are the work of His hands, and without His constant causal influence none of 

them would or could occur” (“Medieval Aristotelianism and the Case against Secondary 

Causation in Nature,” 74). 
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spring] He sends out His word and melts them. He lets His breath blow—

the waters flow. (147.8-18) 

 

The Qur’ān also presents a vivid account of God’s causal involvement in the material 

universe: “God is He Who sends the winds, then they cause clouds to rise, and He 

spreads them in the sky as He will and makes them into fragments, whereupon you see 

the rain emerging from their midst” (30:48).81 In addition to the religious traditions, 

divine providence figures recurringly in the philosophical traditions, even though the God 

conceived of by philosophers may be completely different from the God worshipped in 

the religious traditions. In Book X of Plato’s Laws, the Athenian – who is often taken to 

be Plato’s spokesperson in the dialogue – argues: 

Soul leads all things in heaven and earth and sea through its own motions 

[i.e., the primary motions] . . . ; the primary motions controlling the 

secondary motions of bodies lead all things to growth and decay and 

separation and condensation and following these – heat-cold, heaviness-

lightness, hardness and softness, light and dark, bitter and sweet. (896e-

897a) 

 

Insofar as this governing soul is “the master of heaven and earth and the whole orbit” 

(897b) that manifest orderliness through intelligent motions, the Athenian reasons that 

“the best soul is in charge of [epimeleisthai] the whole cosmos” (897c), and later in the 

dialogue, the Athenian suggests that “it is necessary that this soul . . . be held to be God 

by every man” (899a). Plato’s idea of the governing soul anticipates the Stoic notion of 

divine providence. In the Dissertationes82 composed by his student Arrianus, the Stoic 

81 Similarly, “God it is Who raised the heavens without pillars that you see, then mounted 

the Throne; and He made the sun and the moon subservient, each running for a team appointed. 

He directs the affair, expounding the signs, so that you may be certain of the meeting with your 

Lord. He it is Who spread out the earth and placed therein firm mountains and streams” (Qur’ān 

13.3). 

 
82 Epicteti Dissertationes ab Arriano Digestae. 



39

 

philosopher Epictetus insists that “there is God and He provides for the universe [pronoei 

tōn holōn]” (D II.xiv.11). As Epictetus argues: 

How is it possible for city or family not to be able to persevere even the 

smallest space of time without the governor and curator [epimelomenou], 

while so great and beautiful a structure [i.e., the material universe or 

nature] to be managed so orderly without purpose and without rule [eikē 

kai hōs etuchen]? There is therefore the governor [i.e., God, who is 

causally involved in nature to produce its orderliness]. (D II.xiv.26-27)83 

 

Despite its prominence, divine providence faces a formidable opponent – 

mechanism. Simply put, mechanism is the view that the mechanical motions of matter 

constitute the sole causes of everything that takes place in nature.84 More specifically, the 

mechanical motions of matter are the motions of matter that are grounded in the 

mechanical properties of matter (e.g., inertia), and mechanists hold these mechanical 

properties of matter to be intrinsic to matter, independently of any entity outside matter, 

be it the God of common belief, Aristotle’s substantial form, or Gilbert’s magnetic soul. 

For example, the inertial motions of matter are the exemplary mechanical motions of 

matter, and they are grounded in matter’s mechanical property of inertia, and mechanists 

(such as Newton) consider inertia to be intrinsic to matter, given that inertia is ultimately 

nothing but the “innate force of matter [materiae vis insita]” (P 40). According to this 

mechanistic view, mechanists eliminate the activities of God and the psychic entities 

(e.g., forms or souls) from nature. Given this mechanistic elimination, the causes of 

everything that takes place in nature now consist solely of the mechanical motions of 

83 For what it is worth, the Stoics understand God as a material substance. 

 
84 What I present here is the classic version of mechanism, as endorsed by the ancient 

Greek atomists. 
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matter, which are, so to speak, the self-grounded activities of matter.85 Hence, mechanists 

may say that earthquakes, tornadoes, and tsunamis are caused by what they consider the 

mechanical motions of tectonic plates, air, and ocean floors respectively. Surely, 

adherents of divine providence will find this picture of natural causality problematic, 

because God is totally eliminated from the course of nature. Rather, adherents of divine 

providence will maintain that it is God who causes – or, at least, contributes to the 

causation of – earthquakes, tornadoes, and tsunamis. Hence, adherents of divine 

providence and mechanists posit two substantially different ways of explaining natural 

phenomena. Whereas adherents of divine providence explain natural phenomena with 

reference to God as their whole cause or partial cause, mechanists replace all these 

explanations with mechanistic ones and explain natural phenomena solely in terms of the 

mechanical motions of matter that have absolutely no relation to God. This opposition 

between divine providence and mechanism86 has its origin in ancient Greek philosophy, 

where Epicurus’s atomic mechanism is considered the main opponent to divine 

providence, as advocated by Stoicism. According to Epicurus’s system, natural 

phenomena are explained solely in terms of “atomic bodies moving without providence 

[apronoēton]” (Dox. Gr. 289) in the infinite void and bouncing off one another in 

collisions, which are nothing but the mechanical motions of atoms.87 Epicurus thus insists 

that God does not have a place in the explanations of natural phenomena, which leads 

85 For example, see Richard Westfall, The Construction of Modern Science: Mechanisms 

and Mechanics, 31. 

 
86 As Leibniz comments: for mechanists, “the reasons of most things can be given from 

the figure and motion of Bodies as though mechanistically, that the Ancients had referred . . . 

solely to the Creator” (G IV 105). 

 
87 See Epicurus’s letter to Herodotus, Section 44 (EO 41). 
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Epicurus to deny divine providence. The Epicurean denial of divine providence is made 

more explicit by Lucretius in his poem De Rerum Natura: 

Again when the whole earth rocks beneath the feet and the cities are 

shaken and fall or are tottering and threaten to fall [i.e., when an 

earthquake takes place], what wonder if the mortal races deride 

themselves and leave room for the great powers and the marvelous forces 

of the gods to govern everything [potestates magnas mirasque . . . viris 

divum, quae cuncta gubernent]. (VI 1236-1240)  

 

Because it implicitly teaches atheism,88 however, Epicurus’s atomic mechanism 

eventually falls out of favor in ancient Greece. 

However, the seventeenth century witnesses the revival of mechanism. Hobbes is 

often considered the most thoroughgoing mechanist in the seventeenth century. In his 

explanations of natural phenomena, which consist of what he calls the “mutations” of 

material bodies, Hobbes appeals solely to the mechanical motions of matter. As Hobbes 

says, “it is by motion only that mutation is made [i.e., caused] in any thing” (EW VII 

129). Thus, Hobbes argues: 

Whatsoever accidents or qualities our senses make us think there be in the 

world, they be not there, but are seeming and apparitions only: the things 

that really are in the world without us, are those motions by which these 

seemings are caused. (EW IV 8) 

88 Insofar as Epicurus rejects divine providence, he is often taken to be teaching atheism, 

even though he may claim that there are gods and they are not concerned with natural events (i.e., 

gods have absolutely no relation to anything that takes place in nature). As Dirk Obbink argues, 

“it is Epicurus’ physical system (presumably its lack of teleology and denial of divine 

providence) that seemed to conflict with his statements and practice concerning the gods. That is, 

the philosophical charge of atheism against Epicurus by-passes Epicurus’ explicit statements, 

attacking instead the premises of his physical system, and inferring that the gods have no 

necessary place in this system” (“The Atheism of Epicurus,” 209; emphasis added). Because of 

its implicit teaching of atheism, Epicurus’s atomic mechanism is not considered an acceptable 

position in the ancient Greek world. Moreover, Epicurus’s atomic mechanism also suffers from 

the lack of empirical support, which might also contribute to its unpopularity. As David Konstan 

contends, “Epicurus’ theory does not describe satisfactorily any class of particles in nature, nor, 

we may add, is it likely to” (“Problems in Epicurean Physics,” 418). 
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Most importantly, Hobbes holds all these mechanical motions of matter – which are 

grounded in the mechanical properties of matter – to be absolutely independent of God. 

Put differently, matter possesses all those mechanical properties in a way that does not 

presuppose God’s activities. So even though matter possesses the mechanical property of 

inertia (i.e., “whatsoever is at rest, will always be at rest, unless there be some other body 

besides it, which, by endeavouring to get into its place by motion, suffers it no longer to 

remain at rest. . . . whatever is moved, will always be moved, except there be some other 

body besides it, which causeth it to rest” [EW I 115]), this inertia is attributed by Hobbes 

to the nature of matter (EW I 115), which bears absolutely no relation to God.89 Hobbes’s 

mechanistic system of nature thus denies divine providence.90 Modern physicists, such as 

Galileo, Kepler, and Newton, commit to mechanism and found their systems of nature on 

the mechanical motions of matter. More specifically, all these modern physicists – 

whether they believe in the existence of God or not – unanimously eliminate God from 

the course of nature, and accordingly, they explain natural phenomena with the motions 

89 See Douglas Jeseeph, “Hobbesian Mechanics,” 132-133. 

 
90 What I present here is the standard interpretation of Hobbes. But Geoffrey Gorham 

argues that in Hobbes’s view, the mechanical motions of matter are still grounded in God as “a 

pure fluid that moves without suffering resistance among its parts while generating solid bodies 

and the ether by introducing motion into various parts of real space or magnitude” (“The 

Theological Foundation of Hobbesian Physics: A Defence of Corporeal God,” 254). But I would 

like to make two comments. First, even if Geoffrey Gorham’s interpretation of Hobbes is right, 

there is still a robust sense in which the mechanical motions of matter for Hobbes do not 

presuppose God’s activities, considering that the “pure fluid” cannot be identified with the God in 

question, namely, the incorporeal God of Christianity. Second, many commentators of Hobbes 

have argued that Hobbes’s corporeal conception of God is incoherent. For example, Douglas 

Jesseph argues that “although the concept of a material God is not incoherent in itself and may 

even have an orthodox pedigree, it cannot be consistently combined with other things Hobbes 

claimed about the Deity. Indeed, when we inquire into the principal features of such a Hobbesian 

God and His relationship to the world, it becomes impossible to take Hobbes’s supposed theology 

seriously or to think that he ever intended it seriously” (“Hobbes’s Atheism,” 143). In this case, 

we can safely reject God as the foundation of Hobbes’s mechanics. 
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of matter grounded in the mechanical properties intrinsic to matter. As the first major 

modern physicist, Galileo in his monumental Discorsi e dimostrazioni matematiche91 

considers natural phenomena to be explained merely by three fundamental categories of 

the mechanical motions of matter: equable or uniform motion (motus aequabilis seu 

uniformis), naturally accelerated motion (motus naturaliter acceleratus), and violent 

motion (motus violentus).92 Moreover, God for Galileo is not involved in these 

mechanical motions of matter. For example, matter that moves inertially – namely, 

uniformly in a straight line – requires nothing else (e.g., God) to set it into motion,93 

because matter for Galileo possesses the mechanical property of inertia “in itself [per sè 

stesso]” (OGG VIII 215).94 God in Galileo’s view has no place in the mechanistic nature, 

which attributes the mechanical properties to matter intrinsically. This is the foundational 

sentiment captured by Newton in Book III of his Principia,95 where he declares that “all 

the smallest parts of all the bodies are extended and hard and impenetrable and movable 

and endowed with the forces of inertia. And this is the foundation [fundamentum] of the 

91 Discorsi e dimostrazioni matematiche intorno à due nuove scienze attenenti alla 

meccanica e i movimenti locali. 

 
92 Giornata Terza and Giornata Quarta. Violent motion refers to the motion of 

projectiles. 

 
93 Galileo rejects Aristotle’s mechanics, which Eduard Dijksterhuis formulates as follows: 

“every motion (motus) presupposes a mover (motor): omne quod movetur ab alio movetur (all 

that moves is moved by something else)” (The Mechanization of the World Picture, 24). As 

Aristotle writes, “all the things must . . . have stopped, whenever the first mover stopped” (Phys. 

VIII.10, 266b33-267a1). See Anneliese Maier, “Galilei und die scholastische Impetustheorie.” 

  
94 See Isaac Cohen, The Birth of A New Physics, ch. 5. Admittedly, it is still debatable 

how much Galileo’s law of inertia anticipates Newton’s first law of motion about inertia. As 

Stillman Drake puts it, “the historical question is whether and to what extent Galileo is entitled to 

credit for the anticipation of Newton’s first law of motion” (Galileo Studies: Personality, 

Tradition, and Revolution, 241). See also Stillman Drake, “Galileo and the Law of Inertia.” 

 
95 Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica. 
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whole philosophy [of nature]” (P 554), namely, physics.96 As Newton sees it, this 

foundation of physics is absolutely independent of God, because all these mechanical 

properties of matter – which ground the mechanical motions of matter – are ineliminable 

from matter. So in terms of the inertial forces of matter, Newton writes that “by innate 

force [vim insitam] I understand solely the force of inertia. This is immutable” (P 555).97 

Hence, the Newtonian nature is a causally closed clockwork-like system that banishes all 

supernatural interventions. In Newton’s hands, mechanism reaches its peak and poses an 

unprecedented threat to divine providence.98 

96 In their translation of Newton’s Principia, Isaac Cohen and Anne Whitman render the 

last sentence as “and this is the foundation of all natural philosophy” (The Principia: 

Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy, 442; emphasis added), which inserts the term 

“natural” into the original text.  

 
97 Despite his belief in God as “pantokratōr” (P 760) and “an eternal, infinite, absolutely 

perfect being” (P 760), God is not essential to Newton’s physics. As Edward Grant writes, 

“Einstein does not have to mention God in his actual work, no more than did Jordanus de 

Nemore, or Newton himself in the actual scientific parts of the Principia. For all these 

individuals, God may lie in the background as Creator, or perhaps simply as inspiration, but He 

does not enter into the content of their works, or affect it, because that would have proved futile” 

(“God and Natural Philosophy: the Late Middle Ages and Sir Isaac Newton,” 291). Isaac Cohen 

and George Smith share this position: “Newton seems to have believed that there was a unity in 

all the areas that he explored: the interpretation of the Bible, the tradition of ancient wisdom, 

Church history, alchemy, prophecy, optics and color theory, theory of matter, rational mechanics, 

and celestial dynamics. But it is a fact of record that in his writings on mathematics, in the 

Principia, and in his writing about optics proper, there was no trace of his concern for these 

esoteric subjects” (“Introduction,” 28). For a defense of the role of God in Newton’s system of 

nature, however, see David Kubrin, “Newton and the Cyclical Cosmos: Providence and the 

Mechanical Philosophy.” In his Newton as Philosopher, Andrew Janiak offers a more robust 

defense of “Newton’s conception of God’s fundamental relation to the natural world” (48), but he 

eventually admits that “the divine metaphysical framework I have attributed to Newton [i.e., the 

metaphysical relation between God and the natural world] is fundamentally distinct from a 

Cartesian conception of the metaphysical foundations of physics: Newton’s physical theory does 

not presuppose the basic elements of the metaphysical framework in which it is articulated” (47). 

In other words, even though Newton as a theist tends to assign a more substantive role to God in 

the realm of nature, God does not intervene into nature to alter Newton’s physics, which implies 

that the Newtonian nature is causally or explanatorily independent of God. 

 
98 For a popular account of the Newtonian clockwork universe, see Edward Dolnick, The 

Clockwork Universe: Isaac Newton, the Royal Society, and the Birth of the Modern World. 

Nonetheless, this standard account of the Newtonian system of nature has been challenged. For 
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Indeed, most early modern theists who believe in divine providence feel the force 

of mechanism, and they are not resistant to these seventeenth-century physicists’ project 

of the mechanization of nature. Malebranche, for example, endorses the Galilean law of 

inertia that he receives from Descartes as the first principal law of nature:  

I am persuaded that the laws of movement necessary for the production 

and for the conservation of the earth, and of all the stars that are in the sky 

are reduced to these two: the first, that the bodies moved tend to continue 

their movement in straight line. (OCM V 30)99  

 

Further, Malebranche substantiates Kepler’s laws of planetary motion: “the Satellites of 

Jupiter, and the layers that carry them . . . follow the rule of Kepler” (OCM III 283). Last 

but not least, Malebranche praises Newton’s Principia: “his book is very curious and 

example, see Stephen Snobelen, “The Myth of the Clockwork Universe: Newton, Newtonianism, 

and the Enlightenment.” But I do not find this kind of challenges compelling, because it is still 

impossible to see how any supernatural interventions are compatible with the system of nature 

presented in the Principia. Given this implicit denial of divine providence found in his system of 

nature, Newton in his later years is forced to assign a more active role to God, which leads 

Newton to assert in his Opticks that nature is unwinding and God needs to conduct a reformation 

in nature periodically. As Newton states explicitly, “for while Comets move in very excentrick 

Orbs in all manner of Positions, blind Fate could never make all the Planets move one and the 

same way in Orbs concentrick, some inconsiderable Irregularities excepted which may have risen 

from the mutual Actions of Comets and Planets upon one another, and which will be apt to 

increase, till this System wants a Reformation” (O 378). But this does not imply divine 

providence. Moreover, this seems one of Newton’s exotic ideas that should not be taken 

seriously. We should distinguish the public Newton from the private Newton, Newton the 

scientist from Newton the theologian. As Isaac Cohen and George Smith write, “for the 

philosopher, therefore, it is important to be aware of the range of Newton’s thought and concerns; 

yet the Newton who has had so important an influence in the historical development of thought is 

rather the Newton of experiments and scientific theory, and the Newton who established the 

science of rational mechanics and set forth the Newtonian system of the world” (“Introduction,” 

29). 

 
99 But as we will see later, Malebranche reinterprets the Galilean law of inertia to 

reconcile mechanism and divine providence as much as possible, even though Malebranche’s 

reinterpretation will ultimately render God’s activities central to the explanations of natural 

phenomena. 
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very useful to those who have good principles of physics” (OCM XIX 771-772).100 While 

believing in divine providence, most early modern theists (e.g., Malebranche) embrace 

this project of the mechanization of nature developed by Galileo, Kepler, and Newton. 

But insofar as mechanism is at odds with divine providence, these early modern theists 

are motivated to modify mechanism to render it reconcilable with divine providence (i.e., 

God’s causal involvement in nature).101 

In modifying mechanism, these early modern theists chiefly take issue with 

mechanists’ paganistic conception of nature as a causally closed clockwork-like system 

that precludes all of God’s activities. From the theistic perspective, this paganistic 

conception of nature is incompatible with the Christian conception of nature as a causally 

unclosed system permeated by God’s activities.102 More specifically, mechanists hold 

that the mechanical motions of matter are grounded in the mechanical properties intrinsic 

to matter. This mechanistic commitment may seem ordinary, but it has a quite 

extraordinary implication: the mechanical motions of matter take place independently of 

100 For the identification of Newton’s book mentioned by Malebranche with Newton’s 

Principia, see Lisa Downing, “Occasionalism and Strict Mechanism: Malebranche, Berkeley, 

Fontenelle,” 227.  

 
101 As Steven Nadler summarizes, “questions about the nature of causal relations occupy 

a central position in early modern philosophy. The prominence of this topic in seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century thought can, in large measure, be traced to a specific historical problem: the 

need to reconcile an emerging scientific view of the natural world—mechanistic physics—with 

traditional beliefs about the relation between God and his creation. On the one hand, natural 

philosophers of the period saw their task as one of identifying the underlying causal structures of 

observed phenomena and of framing explanations in terms of matter and motion alone. On the 

other hand, it was generally recognized that God is responsible not just for creating the world and 

its contents, but for sustaining them in existence as well” (“Descartes and Occasional Causation,” 

29; see also “Malebranche on Causation,” 122).  

 
102 Moreover, mechanism often presupposes the eternality of matter, and Bayle indicates 

that “the eternality of matter carries after it the destruction of the doctrine of divine providence” 

(DHC VI 197; “Épicure”). 
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God’s activities. In the inertial motions of matter, this point is most clear: with the 

mechanical property of inertia endowed to matter in an intrinsic way, matter that is 

moving inertially retains its own state of motion without God’s activities. Thus, even if 

God’s activities are suspended at the instant when matter is moving inertially, the inertial 

motions of matter will persist. This is what Newton articulates in the Principia: the 

inertial force of matter as a mechanical property of matter is the “innate force of matter 

[materiae vis insita]” (P 40; emphasis added), which implies that matter that is moving 

inertially perseveres in its own state of motion merely by itself, without God’s activities. 

But this implication of the independence of the mechanical motions of matter from God’s 

activities is at odds with divine providence, insofar as it renders God’s causal 

involvement in nature impossible. Accordingly, those early modern theists firmly reject 

this implication, oftentimes in anti-paganistic terms. Malebranche is the most typical 

example, because he commits to occasionalism and takes matter to be totally passive 

without God’s activities. As Malebranche repeatedly indicates: 

There is . . . merely one single true God and merely one single cause that 

is truly cause . . . . God cannot even communicate His power to the 

creatures, . . . He cannot make true causes of them, [and] He cannot make 

gods of them. . . . All these petty divinities of the Pagans . . . are merely 

chimeras, that the malicious mind strives to establish to ruin the worship 

of the true God . . . . It is not the Philosophy that one has received from 

Adam that teaches these things, [and] it is the one that one has received 

from the serpent, because after the sin the mind of human is entirely 

pagan. . . . all the divinities of Paganism are merely stones and metals 

without life and without movement [des pierres et des métaux sans vie et 

sans mouvement]. (OCM II 318-319; emphasis added)103  

103 These divinities of the Pagans or Paganism can be understood as the material objects 

that purportedly act without God’s activities, such as the material objects that purportedly move 

inertially in virtue of their intrinsic inertia. Thus, Malebranche argues that in reality, these 

material objects – considered in themselves alone – are nothing but stones and metals, which are 

absolutely passive or motionless. These material objects are “divinities” because they have in 

their natures the forces that ground their activities. As Malebranche writes, “one . . . admits 

something divine in all the bodies that surround us, when one admits forms, faculties, qualities, 
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As Malebranche sees it, matter is absolutely passive or motionless once God’s activities 

are suspended, so the mechanical motions of matter cannot take place independently of 

God’s activities. Given their rejection of the implication that the mechanical motions of 

matter take place independently of God’s activities, those early modern theists are led to 

reject the mechanistic commitment that the mechanical motions of matter are grounded in 

the mechanical properties intrinsic to matter. This is the key step in their modification of 

mechanism. To put it analogously, while mechanists insist that there are no windows in 

nature through which God can enter, those early modern theists say that nature has such 

windows for God to enter, and these windows are the mechanical properties of matter. As 

those early modern theists see it, the mechanical properties of matter are not intrinsic to 

matter. As the exemplary mechanical property of matter, for example, inertia for those 

early modern theists is extrinsic to matter: it is wholly or partially grounded in God’s 

activities rather than the nature of matter. God’s activities are thus necessary for matter to 

obtain inertia. As Descartes explains, matter obtains inertia in virtue of “the immutability 

of God” (AT VIII A 62) or the immutable activities of God. So the inertial motions of 

matter take place in a way that foundationally depends on God’s activities: at every 

instant when matter moves inertially, matter cannot retain its state of motion once God 

virtues, or real beings capable of producing certain effects by the force of their nature; and one 

thus enter insensibly the sentiment of the pagans by the respect that one has for their philosophy” 

(OCM II 309-310). Similarly, Boyle maintains that “the looking upon merely corporeal and 

oftentimes inanimate things as if they were endowed with life, sense and understanding, and the 

ascribing to nature and some other beings (whether real or imaginary) things that belong but to 

God, have been some (if not the chief) of the grand causes of the polytheism and idolatry of the 

Gentiles” (A Free Enquiry into the Vulgarly Received Notion of Nature, 41). Similarly, Leibniz 

rejects the independence of the mechanical motions of matter from God’s activities. But Leibniz 

commits to concurrentism rather than occasionalism. So Leibniz stresses that creatures 

cooperatively “concur with God for the production of any other thing” (G VI 347). For a 

thorough discussion of Leibniz’s concurrentism, see Sukjae Lee, “Leibniz on Divine 

Concurrence.” 
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suspends His activities that wholly or partially ground its inertia. In this way, those early 

modern theists bring back God into the mechanistic picture of natural causality as its 

foundational constituent. 

Accordingly, those early modern theists modify mechanism to reconcile it with 

divine providence in the following way. First, they agree with mechanists in explaining 

natural phenomena solely in terms of the mechanical motions of matter, and these 

mechanical motions of matter are unanimously agreed to be grounded in the mechanical 

properties of matter. Second, however, they disagree with mechanists insofar as they 

defend the non-intrinsicality of the mechanical properties of matter, which they take to be 

wholly or partially grounded in God’s activities. Those early modern theists retain the 

explanatory framework of mechanism on the one hand, and they relocate the foundation 

of mechanism wholly or partially from the mere nature of matter to God’s activities on 

the other hand. This is the modified form of mechanism that is reconciled with divine 

providence. Based on this modification, what those early modern theists propose are the 

two-tier explanations of natural phenomena: at the physical tier, the mechanical motions 

of matter explain natural phenomena; at the metaphysical tier, God’s activities as divine 

volitions wholly or partially explain the mechanical properties of matter and, ultimately, 

the mechanical motions of matter. One must note that the former explanation is physical 

because it is mediated by the laws of nature. For example, the explanations of tsunamis 

with the mechanical motions of ocean floors are mediated by the laws of nature that 

underlie the interactions between oceans and ocean floors. In contrast, the latter 

explanation – which expresses the whole or partial grounding relations between divine 

volitions and the mechanical motions of matter – is metaphysical because it is not 
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mediated by any laws of nature. For example, suppose God wills that I jump and His 

volition wholly grounds my jumping. In this case, this divine volition wholly explains my 

jumping, which does not presuppose the mediation of any laws of nature.104 Historically, 

there may be three positions on how divine volitions explain the mechanical motions of 

matter at the metaphysical tier. As the first position, occasionalism offers a whole 

explanation: divine volitions solely determine matter to move mechanically. As the 

second position, concurrentism provides a partial explanation: divine volitions 

cooperatively concur with matter in its mechanical motions. As the third position, mere 

conservationism provides a partial explanation: divine volitions merely conserve the 

active force of matter that sustains its mechanical motions.105 Despite the variety of all 

104 Jonathan Schaffer’s idea may be helpful: “grounding is something like metaphysical 

causation. Roughly speaking, just as causation links the world across time, grounding links the 

world across levels. Grounding connects the more fundamental to the less fundamental, and 

thereby backs a certain form of explanation” (“Grounding, Transitivity, and Contrastivity,” 122). 

 
105 For a helpful introduction to these three positions as well as a thorough discussion of 

their philosophical tensions, see Alfred Freddoso, “God’s General Concurrence with Secondary 

Causes: Pitfalls and Prospects,” “God’s General Concurrence with Secondary Causes: Why 

Conservation is Not Enough,” and “Medieval Aristotelianism and the Case against Secondary 

Causation in Nature.” Central to these three positions is the conviction that as the physical causes 

of natural phenomena, the mechanical motions of matter metaphysically depend on divine 

volitions, which implies that the mechanical motions of matter are wholly or partially grounded in 

divine volitions. In appealing to divine volitions, thus, these three positions metaphysically 

explain the physical causes. However, many early modern scholars hold that these three positions 

metaphysically explain the physical effects rather than the physical causes. In the case where a 

fire heats a rock and the rock becomes hot, for example, many early modern scholars hold that 

these three positions metaphysically explain the rock’s becoming hot (i.e., the physical effect) 

rather than the fire’s heating the rock (i.e., the physical cause). It is this insistence on the 

metaphysical relations between divine volitions and the physical effects that leads Alfred 

Freddoso to frames these three positions as follows: “according to occasionalism, . . . God alone 

brings about effects in nature. . . . According to mere conservationism, . . . created substances are 

genuine agents that can and do causally contribute to natural effects by themselves, given only 

that God preserves . . . their powers in existence. . . . According to concurrentism, a natural effect 

is produced immediately by both God and created substances” (“God’s General Concurrence with 

Secondary Causes: Pitfalls and Prospects,” 132-134; emphasis added). In the spirit of Alfred 

Freddoso, Sukjae Lee also writes that “according to conservationism, when a creature acts to 

bring about a certain effect—say, a given modification (or mode) of a created substance—though 

God keeps the creature in existence with its powers, in exercising these powers the creature acts 
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these explanations, the two-tier explanations of natural phenomena give a metaphysically 

explanatory role to God. In this case, the reference to God as the whole cause or the 

partial cause is necessary for the explanation of natural phenomena. Although one 

appeals to the mechanical motions of matter alone to explain natural phenomena, one still 

alone and is thus the sole immediate cause of the resulting modification. . . . Concurrentism, by 

contrast, holds that when a natural effect is produced, it is directly caused by both God and the 

creature” (“Necessary Connections and Continuous Creation: Malebranche’s Two Arguments for 

Occasionalism,” 546; emphasis added). So given any pair of physical cause and physical effect, 

many early modern scholars hold that occasionalism, concurrentism, and mere conservationism 

are three different positions on how divine volitions metaphysically explain the physical effects 

rather than the physical causes. This is, however, a mischaracterization of these three positions. I 

will show this by taking a closer look at the primary texts that discuss occasionalism and 

concurrentism, which are the prevalent positions in the early modern period. I will start with 

occasionalism. As the most influential defender of occasionalism, Malebranche contends that in 

the case where air is both the cause of the drying of the roads and the cause of the freezing of the 

water, “the action of these causes [i.e., the mechanical motions of air] consists merely in the 

moving force [force mouvante] that agitates them, and . . . this moving force is merely the 

volition of God” (OCM III 213; emphasis added). In this case, it must be noted that Malebranche 

uses divine volitions to metaphysically explain the physical causes (i.e., the mechanical motions 

of air) rather than the physical effects (i.e., the drying of the roads or the freezing of the water of 

the rivers). The same can be said of concurrentists. Suárez is the major proponent of 

concurrentism in the early modern period. In his Disputationes Metaphysicae, Suárez suggests 

that the natural actions of created things metaphysically depend on the divine volitions that 

concur with the created things, insofar as “God can deprive a created thing of its natural action by 

the sole negation of the concurrence [per solam negationem concursus]” (DM XXII.i.11). In 

Suárez’s view, the concurrences of divine volitions with created things metaphysically explain 

the natural actions of these created things. In this case, it is clear that Suárez uses divine volitions 

to metaphysically explain the physical causes, namely, the natural actions of created things (e.g., 

the fire’s heating the rock), which must be distinguished from the physical effects, namely, the 

effects of the natural actions of created things (e.g., the rock’s becoming hot). This suggests that 

we should understand occasionalism, concurrentism, and mere conservationism as positions on 

how divine volitions metaphysically explain the mechanical motions of matter, which serve as the 

physical causes of natural phenomena. To be sure, one may wonder why all these positions are 

metaphysical explanations rather than physical explanations of the mechanical motions of matter. 

I think we should be clear about the difference between physical explanations and metaphysical 

explanations: physical explanations are mediated by the laws of nature and they are located at the 

horizontal level, but metaphysical explanations are not mediated by any laws of nature and they 

are located at the vertical level. Insofar as these positions do not involve the laws of nature, they 

are merely metaphysical explanations. Hence, these positions concern grounding relations rather 

than causal relations, even though they often misleadingly refer to God (or divine volitions) as a 

physical cause rather than a metaphysical ground. For example, Malebranche often stresses that 

“there is only God who is a genuine cause [véritable cause]” (OCM II 316), but what he means is 

that God is a ground, insofar as his God solely determines matter to move mechanically, 

independently of any laws of nature. In Aquinas’s own words, these three positions concern the 

causal series ordered per se instead of the causal series ordered per accidens (ST Ia, q. 46, a. 2). 
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refers to God as the whole cause or the partial cause (at least implicitly), for the 

mechanical motions of matter are wholly or partially grounded in divine volitions. In this 

way, those early modern theists defend divine providence. 

According to the two-tier explanations of natural phenomena, whereas the 

mechanical motions of matter are situated at the initial explanatory level (i.e., the 

physical tier), divine volitions are situated at the ultimate explanatory level (i.e., the 

metaphysical tier). Hence, the two-tier structure implies that to explain natural 

phenomena with the mechanical motions of matter is merely to wholly or partially 

explain natural phenomena with divine volitions. For example, suppose I throw a stone 

and a window breaks, and there is a divine volition that solely determines me to throw the 

stone. Then to explain the breaking of the window with my throwing of the stone is 

nothing but to wholly explain the breaking of the window with the divine volition that 

solely determines me to throw the stone. But those early modern theists reject any 

immediate appeals to divine volitions in the explanations of natural phenomena, and they 

maintain that the physical tier and the metaphysical tier are indispensable and mutually 

complementary. For example, Malebranche insists: 

One should not have recourse to God or to the universal cause, when one 

requests the reason of the particular effects. Since one would render 

oneself ridiculous, if one said, for example, that it is God who dries the 

roads, or who freezes the water of the rivers [n.b., this is how traditional 

theists understand divine providence, as one reads in the religious texts]. 

One should say that the air dries the earth, because it agitates and it 

removes with it the water that soaks it; and the air or the subtle material 

freezes the river in winter, because at this time it ceases to communicate 

enough movement to the parts of which the water is composed to render it 

fluid. In one word, one should give, if one can, the natural and particular 

cause of the effects at stake. But . . . the action of these causes consists 

merely in the moving force [force mouvante] that agitates them, and . . . 

this moving force is merely the volition of God. (OCM III 213) 
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Malebranche’s idea can be formulated as follows: to explain natural phenomena, one 

should start by seeking the physical-tier explanations that appeal to the mechanical 

motions of matter, and then one should wholly or partially ground the physical-tier 

explanations in the metaphysical-tier explanations that appeal to divine volitions.  

Malebranche is not alone in committing to these two-tier explanations of natural 

phenomena. To show the prevalence of this two-tier structure in the early modern period, 

I will digress from Malebranche for a moment and examine Leibniz’s modified 

mechanism. While being an influential Christian apologist, Leibniz strongly supports the 

mechanization of nature and explains natural phenomena solely in terms of the 

mechanical motions of matter. Leibniz thus agrees with the mechanistic idea that “the 

reasons of most things can be given from the figure and motion of Bodies as though 

mechanistically, that the Ancients had referred . . . solely to the Creator” (G IV 105). In a 

letter to Thomasius, however, Leibniz argues that God’s activities partially explain the 

mechanical motions of matter metaphysically:  

Nothing should be posited in bodies, that flows not from the definition of 

Extension and Antitypy. Nonetheless, only magnitude, figure, situation, 

number, mobility etc. flow from it [i.e., the definition of extension and 

impenetrability]. Motion itself does not flow from them [i.e., all those 

aforementioned properties]. . . . whatever is moved, is created 

continuously [by God] . . . which thing has been unheard of so far, but 

plainly necessary and about to shut up the speech from the atheists. (G I 

26)106  

106 As Daniel Garber notes, “here the appeal is, again, to God, who causes motion by 

continually recreating bodies at different places at different times” (Leibniz: Body, Substance, 

Monad, 30). Leibniz’s concurrentism thus reflects his attempt to reconcile two strands: “on the 

one hand, given his unwavering commitment to the genuine causal activity inherent in finite 

substances, we get a picture of the universe, full of substances that are intrinsically active and 

mutually harmonious, each bringing about a marvelous array of events, so that the world appears 

to run on its own power, free from intervention and influence. On the other hand, however, there 

is Leibniz’s deep commitment to central theological principles, which in some cases so 

emphasize the role of divine activity that occasionalists like Malebranche literally infer their 

thesis of occasionalism from them” (Sukjae Lee, “Leibniz on Divine Concurrence,” 204). Besides 
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Leibniz, Descartes also commits to these two-tier explanations of natural phenomena. I will focus 

on the metaphysical tier. For example, Descartes holds that matter is endowed with the 

mechanical property of inertia, which grounds the inertial motions of matter. This mechanical 

property of inertia reflects two laws of nature: “the first law of nature: each and every thing, 

insofar as it is in itself [quantum in se est], always continues in the same state” (AT VIII A 62) 

and “the second law of nature: every movement from itself is rectilinear” (AT VIII A 63). But 

Descartes grounds these mechanical motions of matter ultimately in God’s activities, insofar as 

“God is the primary cause of movement: and He always conserves the same quantity of 

movement in the universe” (AT VIII A 61). In a letter to Elisabeth, Descartes thus declares that 

“God is the universal cause of everything, such that He is in the same way the total cause of it; 

and thus nothing can happen without His volition” (AT IV 314). In detail, Descartes argues that 

“God . . . has created at the beginning matter at the same time with movement and rest, and now 

solely by His ordinary concourse, He conserves just as much movement and rest in this universe 

as He has put then” (AT VIII A 61). In this way, both Descartes and Malebranche invoke 

occasionalism to modify mechanism and to defend divine providence. For Descartes’s 

commitment to occasionalism, see Daniel Garber, “Descartes and Occasionalism” and “How God 

Causes Motion: Descartes, Divine Sustenance, and Occasionalism.” Bayle also embraces 

Malebranche’s occasionalistic system of nature for its blocking of the unmodified form of 

mechanism and therefore its defense of divine providence. As Thomas Lennon writes, the “great 

advantage [of Malebranche’s occasionalism], according to Bayle, was to block the materialism 

[i.e., roughly, the original mechanism] that even among the Platonists led to an implicit denial of 

Providence and eventually to de facto atheism” (“Mechanism as a Silly Mouse: Bayle’s Defense 

of Occasionalism against the Preestablished Harmony,” 181). In his English translation of De la 

recherche de la vérité, Thomas Lennon also points out that “in occasionalism Bayle . . . saw a 

block against doctrines of mechanism, both metaphysical and physical, that would have 

threatened Providence as he conceived of it” (“Introduction,” XIX). In the same vein, Elisabeth 

Labrousse points out that for Bayle, the principal merit of Malebranche’s philosophy lies in its 

conception of God as the author and sustainer of nature, which refutes mechanism (Pierre Bayle 

II 187). Indeed, these two-tier explanations of natural phenomena – at least in their mature forms 

that we see in Malebranche’s and Leibniz’s works – are only found in the early modern period. 

For example, Aquinas offers the one-tier explanations of natural phenomena. While Aquinas 

believes that “God is the governor of all through His providence” (SG III.64), Aquinas 

characterizes divine providence in the way presented in the Scared Scripture, which “ascribes the 

course of things to the divine precept: ‘He bids the sun not to rise, and the stars He seals up tight’ 

(Job 9.7)” (SG III.64). This is the traditional view that God in virtue of His activities wholly 

causes everything that takes place in nature. Aquinas thus explains in his Summa Theologiae that 

“all the movements and actions of the whole nature are subjected to the eternal law [legis 

aeternae]” (ST Ia-IIae, q. 93, a. 5), which he directly identifies with “the ratio of divine 

providence” (ST Ia-IIae, q. 93, a. 5; ST Ia-IIae, q. 93, a. 1). But Aquinas occasionally rejects this 

traditional view, which amounts to Aquinas’s rejection of one form of occasionalism: “one of 

these positions is, that God immediately works [in] all, therefore that nothing else is the cause of 

some thing; to the extent that they say that fire does not heat, but God; the hand is not moved [by 

itself], but God causes its movement, and thus for others. But this position is stupid: because it 

destroys the order of the universe, and the proper operation by things, and destroys the judgment 

of the sense” (SS II, d. 1, q. 1, a. 4). Rather, Aquinas argues that “God immediately works in all 

things, insofar as His power [virtus] is just as the medium uniting the power of any secondary 

cause with its effect” (SS II, d. 1, q. 1, a. 4). This seems to be a primitive model of concurrentism. 

But unlike Leibniz’s concurrentism, Aquinas’s model of concurrentism does not appeal to the 

explanations with the mechanical motions matter (or matter in its mechanical motions). 
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So for Leibniz, divine volitions contribute to the metaphysical explanations of the 

mechanical motions of matter through concurrence:  

Each and every substance is the true and real cause [causa vera et realis] 

of its immanent actions [e.g., the motions of matter grounded in its 

mechanical properties], and has the force of acting [vim . . . agendi], and 

even though it is sustained by divine concourse [divino concursu], 

however, it cannot happen, that it finds itself only passively. (G VII 313) 

 

Accordingly, divine volitions on Leibniz’s account cooperatively concur with matter that 

has the vis agendi in its mechanical motions. In sum, it is through these two-tier 

explanations of natural phenomena that those early modern theists modify mechanism 

and thereby defend divine providence. 

However, to fully understand the two-tier structure that renders divine volitions 

necessary for the explanations of natural phenomena, one should pay attention to the way 

divine volitions contribute to the metaphysical explanations of the mechanical motions of 

matter. In other words, one should be clear about the way divine volitions wholly or 

partially ground the mechanical motions of matter, which is essential to establishing the 

metaphysical tier of the two-tier structure. As the seventeenth-century mechanists see it, 

it is impossible for matter to move aimlessly or arbitrarily, for matter merely moves 

mechanically. But to say that matter moves mechanically is to say that its motions are 

grounded in its mechanical properties, which implies that its motions conform with 

certain patterns commonly referred to as mechanical laws, namely, the general laws of 

nature.107 So to say that matter moves inertially is to say that its motions are grounded in 

its mechanical property of inertia, and this brings to light the conformity of its motions 

107 In terms of comets, for example, Cotes writes in his editor’s preface to Newton’s 

Principia that “their motions are highly regular, and observe the same laws with the motions of 

the planets” (P 30). 
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with Newton’s law of inertia: “every body continues in its state of resting or of moving 

uniformly straight, except insofar as it is forced by impressed forces to change that state” 

(P 54), which is a mechanical law or a general law of nature. Correspondingly, divine 

volitions as what wholly or partially ground the mechanical properties of matter and, 

ultimately, the mechanical motions of matter, must stand in certain relations to the 

general laws of nature. Based on these relations, the early modern theists who incorporate 

mechanism into divine providence specify the divine volitions in question – namely, the 

divine volitions at the metaphysical tier – in terms of the general laws of nature. For 

example, Malebranche specifies the divine volitions in question as God’s general 

volitions, insofar as these divine volitions solely determine matter to move mechanically, 

such that its motions conform with the general laws of nature. As Malebranche says, 

“God acts by general volitions, when He acts in consequence of the general laws” (OCM 

V 147), thus grounding the motions of matter that conform with the general laws of 

nature. In Discours de métaphysique, which is considered the landmark of Leibniz’s 

mature philosophy, Leibniz also characterizes God’s general volitions as underlying what 

are “in conformity with certain subordinate maxims that we call the nature of things” (G 

IV 432), or, what arise in conformity with the general laws of nature. Given this 

terminological clarification, the task is to gain purchase on the way God’s general 

volitions wholly or partially ground the mechanical motions of matter. But this poses 

significant difficulty for early modern scholars, for those early modern theists fail to 

explain adequately the grounding relations in question. In Leibniz’s case, for example, 

commentators have continually debated the way God’s general volitions operate in 
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Leibniz’s concurrentistic nature.108 But this is even more complicated in Malebranche’s 

case. Indeed, how the general volitions of Malebranche’s God solely determine matter to 

move mechanically has been a subject of considerable debate since his time. In this 

debate, several notable early modern philosophers such as Arnauld and Leibniz are the 

key figures. In this chapter, I will revisit this debate and explain the grounding relations 

between the general volitions of Malebranche’s God and the mechanical motions of 

matter. Once this explanation is given, it will be clear how Malebranche’s God in virtue 

of His general volitions grounds the mechanical motions of matter that produce all kinds 

of natural phenomena. Given that natural evils are only one kind of natural phenomena, 

this explanation will clarify the way Malebranche appeals to God to account for the 

physical possibility of natural evils, which is fundamental to our understanding of 

Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils. Now I will briefly introduce the two major 

accounts of the grounding relations in question. 

Suppose God’s general volitions wholly ground the mechanical motions of matter 

in the following case: at the moment when a particular moving body S109 is not acted 

upon by any external forces, a general volition of God solely determines S to move 

uniformly in a straight line in conformity with the mechanical law of inertia. The question 

108 For three different interpretations, for example, see Robert Sleigh, Leibniz and 

Arnauld: A Commentary on Their Correspondence, Sukjae Lee, “Leibniz on Divine 

Concurrence,” and Jeffrey McDonough, “Leibniz: Creation and Conservation and Concurrence.” 

To further complicate the matter, Theophilus – Leibniz’s spokesperson in Nouveaux essais sur 

l’entendement – admits that “all the Monads have received their origin from God and depend on 

Him. However, one cannot understand its way in detail” (G V 424), which suggests that Leibniz 

may not genuinely explain how God’s general volitions concur with matter in its mechanical 

motions. 

 
109 To avoid confusion, I will use italicized lowercase letters (e.g., x, y, z) for individual 

variables, and uppercase letters for individual constants (e.g., S, L, F, R, G). 
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is, how does the general volition of God solely determine S to move uniformly in a 

straight line? To put the question another way: what is the volitional content of God’s 

general volition that solely determines S to move mechanically? What this question 

concerns is just the way God’s general volitions wholly ground the mechanical motions 

of matter. Historically, there may be two major accounts. According to the “general 

content” account (GC), God wills the conditional proposition “for any moving body z, if z 

is not acted upon by any external forces, then z moves uniformly in a straight line.” Given 

that the moving body S is not acted upon by any external forces, this general volition of 

God will bring it about that S moves uniformly in a straight line. Thus, God on GC 

resembles a king who governs his kingdom by general orders, namely, an indifferent king 

who never concerns himself with trifling matters.110 According to the “particular content” 

account (PC), however, God merely wills the declarative proposition “S moves uniformly 

in a straight line,” which can be understood as composed of the declarative propositions 

about all the particular states of S at every moment when S moves uniformly in a straight 

line. Thus, God on PC resembles an assiduous housekeeper who takes care of every little 

thing in the household. To sum up, the difference between GC and PC lies in the 

volitional contents of God’s general volitions: when God acts by general volitions in 

nature – that is to say, when God’s general volitions solely determine matter to move 

110 As a defender of GC, Arnauld holds that Malebranche’s God is not a paternal being 

“to whom the action extends generally to all the effects, or who has an immediate care of all 

things” (OA XXXIX 178). Rather, Malebranche’s God for Arnauld resembles “a King who 

governs his Kingdom by general orders” (OA XXXIX 178). But there remains a fundamental 

difference between God and a king, since in the case of God, “His volitions are necessarily 

efficacious” (OCM V 27), and “God does not need instruments to act, [and] it suffices that He 

wills [veüille] in order that a thing exist” (OCM II 316). That is to say, if God wills that 

something be brought into existence, this thing will immediately come into existence, but if a 

king issues general orders, he will still need his ministers to carry out the general orders. 
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mechanically – God on GC wills the general laws of nature (i.e., certain propositions that 

have the general correspondences between the particular states of created substances as 

their contents),111 whereas God on PC merely wills the particular consequential clauses 

of the general laws of nature (i.e., certain propositions that have the particular states of 

created substances as their contents).112 To better grasp their fundamental difference, one 

can consider GC and PC in light of the way God creates and conserves nature on these 

two accounts. According to GC, God at the moment of Creation wills the initial 

conditions of nature, and God subsequently wills the general laws of nature as nature 

unfolds itself. According to PC, God at the moment of Creation also wills the initial 

conditions of nature, but contra GC, God subsequently wills the particular consequential 

clauses of the general laws of nature as nature unfolds itself, such that God wills what 

occurs at every single moment in the history of nature in full detail. In the conservation of 

nature, therefore, God on GC wills very few things and He always has the same volitions, 

but God on PC wills a lot of things and He always changes His volitions. To use our 

previous example, while S moves uniformly in a straight line, God on GC wills one and 

the same thing – namely, the mechanical law of inertia – but God on PC wills an infinite 

number of things, given that God wills all the particular states of S throughout its inertial 

111 So the schema of what God wills is a conditional proposition: “for any created 

substances x and y, any time t1, and any time t2 that bears relation L to t1, if x has mode F and 

bears relation R to y at t1, then y has mode G at t2.” Textual support can be found in De la 

recherche de la vérité: “He has also willed certain laws in accordance with which movements are 

communicated upon the collision of bodies” (OCM II 314). 

 
112 So the schema of what God wills is an declarative proposition: “created substance S 

has mode G.” Textual support can be found in Malebranche’s response to Arnauld’s critique of 

Traité de la nature et de la grace: (a) “I agree that God wills in particular [en particulier] to move 

the arm of an assassin, when this assassin himself wills it” (OCM VIII 655); (b) “when I say that 

God acts in consequence of His general laws, I do not claim that He does not have in particular 

[en particulier] the volition to follow them” (OCM VIII 685). 
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motions. As presented above, GC and PC are the two major accounts of how the general 

volitions of Malebranche’s God solely determine matter to move mechanically. But 

which is Malebranche’s considered view? 

Now I will situate GC and PC in their historical context. Indeed, the GC-PC 

debate originates in the Arnauld-Leibniz correspondence (1686-1687). Arnauld defends 

GC: Malebranche’s God “has willed to do everything that He has foreseen that it is 

necessary that He does, in order that the universe be such as He has judged that it should 

be” (G II 84), so He never does anything in nature “by a new volition [i.e., volitions with 

particular contents], . . . but by this single [unique] act of the eternal volition [i.e., 

volitions with general contents]” (G II 84).113 Disagreeing with Arnauld, Leibniz rather 

defends PC: Malebranche’s God should be seen as “a perpetual supervisor, who 

represents in the one what occurs in the other, more or less as if a man is charged with 

always making agree [accorder] two bad clocks, which in themselves are not capable of 

making themselves agree” (G IV 520). By this analogy, Leibniz suggests that 

Malebranche’s God’s general volitions have particular contents, which renders 

Malebranche’s God “Deus ex machina” (G IV 483),114 because He constantly intervenes 

113 For Arnauld, Malebranche’s God’s general volitions have general contents such as the 

general laws of nature, so He does not will anything new under any circumstances. 

 
114 In “Primae veritates,” Leibniz maintains that Malebranche’s “Hypothesis of an 

occasional cause . . . invokes a Deus ex machina” (C 521). Similarly, in “Specimen dynamicum 

pro admirandis naturae legibus circa corporum vires et mutuas actiones detegendis et ad suas 

causas revocandis,” Leibniz notes that “today some eminent men . . . summon God ex machina 

[apo mēchanēs], and withdraw all force of acting from things” (GM VI 243). Leibniz also notes 

that “Cartesians, since they recognized no active, substantial, and modificable principle in body, 

are forced to remove all action from it and transfer to God alone, invoked ex machina, which is 

not philosophical” (G IV 397). 



61

 

into the course of nature and performs “a perpetual miracle” (G IV 520).115 

Contemporary commentators can be divided into Arnauld’s GC camp (e.g., Andrew 

Black, Desmond Clarke, Nicholas Jolley, Charles McCracken, Robert Sleigh) and 

Leibniz’s PC camp (e.g., Steven Nadler, Andrew Pessin, Daisie Radner, Eric Stencil).116 

115 Leibniz points out that “if I properly understand the opinion of the authors of 

occasional causes, they introduce a miracle . . . continual” (G II 92; see also G II 57, G VI 136). 

Leibniz takes the term “miracle” to mean “what exceeds the forces of creatures” (G IV 520), and 

“God performs a miracle, when He does a thing that exceeds the forces that He has given to 

creatures and that He conserves in them” (G II 93). Even though Malebranche’s God acts by 

general volitions in nature, this does not remove perpetual miracles from nature. For Leibniz, “it 

does not suffice to say that God has made a general Law, for besides the decree, it is still 

necessary that there be a natural way to execute it, that is to say, it is necessary that what is 

brought about, can be explained through the nature that God gives to things” (G IV 520). Leibniz 

stresses that “God at the outset gives to the substance a nature or internal force that can produce 

to it by order . . . everything that will happen to it, that is to say, all the appearances or 

expressions that it will have, and that without the help of any creature” (G IV 485). 

 
116 Daisie Radner defends PC: “the volition that X should occur whenever something else 

Y occurs is a general volition. God acts by general volitions . . . in the sense that he does not will 

particular phenomena to take place per se, but rather wills them to take place whenever certain 

circumstances obtain” (Malebranche: A Study of a Cartesian System, 30; emphasis added). In 

contrast, Charles McCracken defends GC: “God rules all things by a few ‘general volitions’. He 

decrees . . . that every body in motion will tend to move in a straight line; every body at rest, will 

tend to remain at rest, and so forth” (Malebranche and British Philosophy, 100-101). Desmond 

Clarke observes a systematic similarity between Leibniz and Malebranche, which presupposes 

that Malebranche’s considered view is GC: “apart from the chronological connotations of pre-

established harmony, there is no significant difference between the accounts of God’s causal 

agency, in respect of nature, which are defended by Leibniz and his Cartesian correspondent” 

(Occult Powers and Hypotheses: Cartesian Natural Philosophy Under Louis XIV, 121). Although 

Robert Sleigh defends GC, he is less sure about its truth: “it may be that something like this [i.e., 

GC] is what Malebranche had in mind, but if so, he was adept at concealing it” (Leibniz and 

Arnauld: A Commentary on Their Correspondence, 158). But Steven Nadler is the first 

contemporary commentator to offer systematic arguments for PC. As Steven Nadler points out, 

GC attributes metaphysical power to creatures, but Malebranche’s God “is personally, directly, 

and immediately responsible for bringing about effects and causal changes in nature—for 

example, for altering the direction and velocity of the motion of one billiard ball when it is struck 

by another” (“Occasionalism and General Will in Malebranche,” 32). Andrew Black argues that 

PC has two unacceptable implications: the redundant efficacy of the general laws and the 

excessive number of God’s general volitions (“Malebranche’s Theodicy”). Andrew Pessin in his 

response explains that PC does not make the efficacy of the general laws redundant because the 

general laws are God’s general volitions, and that PC does not make the number of God’s general 

volitions excessive because the number of God’s general volitions is the number of the general 

laws (“Malebranche’s Distinction Between General and Particular Volitions”). In order to avoid 

attributing metaphysical power to creatures, Nicholas Jolley defends a version of GC in which the 

contents of God’s general volitions are efficacious (“Occasionalism and Efficacious Laws in 
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Still, these defenses are far from being satisfactory. For one thing, these defenses fail to 

consider all the available versions of GC and PC.117 For another thing, these defenses fail 

to consider the major constraints that GC or PC should satisfy.118 In this chapter, I will 

offer a more systematic defense of PC.  

The plan for the remainder of this chapter is as follows. In section 1, I will present 

three fundamental constraints on any adequate account of how Malebranche’s God acts 

by general volitions in nature, namely, how the general volitions of Malebranche’s God 

solely determine matter to move mechanically. In section 2, I will argue that PC is the 

better account because it can satisfy all the constraints presented in section 1. Finally, in 

section 3, I will reply to a critical objection to PC. 

2.1 Constraints 

2.1.1 The Efficacious Laws Constraint 

 First, an adequate account should explain why the general laws of nature are 

efficacious. That is to say, the general laws of nature are able to act upon matter. Let us 

call this “the efficacious laws constraint.” As Malebranche insists, the general laws of 

nature “are efficacious, [and] they act” (OCM II 314). But one should note that this 

efficacy strictly is not causal efficacy. The efficacy of the general laws of nature is not 

the efficacy in virtue of which, say, a fire heats a rock and makes the rock become hot. It 

Malebranche”). Eric Stencil sheds new light on the debate between GC and PC by situating the 

debate in the context of Malebranche’s theodicy (“Malebranche and the General Will of God”). 

  
117 For example, Steven Nadler in objecting to GC fails to consider Nicholas Jolley’s 

version of GC, which treats the contents of God’s general volitions as efficacious and thereby 

avoids attributing metaphysical power to creatures. 

 
118 For example, Desmond Clarke in defending GC fails to consider the constraint that 

Malebranche’s nature is metaphysically powerless. 
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has nothing to do with causation, which links the causes and the effects horizontally at 

the physical tier. Rather, it is all about grounding, which links the grounds and the 

grounded entities vertically at the metaphysical tier. Given the clarification of the 

ambiguous term “efficacy,” when Malebranche attributes efficacy to the general laws of 

nature, he merely means that the general laws of nature possess the metaphysical power 

in virtue of which they ground the mechanical motions of matter, even though 

Malebranche and his commentators may use causal terms to formulate this efficacy. This 

is precisely what Malebranche means when he argues that the general laws of nature 

constitute “the causes [read grounds] of all the movements that produce this variety of 

forms that we admire in Nature” (OCM V 30),119 which attributes (metaphysical) efficacy 

to the general laws of nature with regard to the mechanical motions of matter. Indeed, the 

efficacious laws constraint is a genuine challenge for Malebranche’s commentators, 

whether they defend GC or PC. This is because based on the aforementioned two-tier 

explanations of natural phenomena, the general laws of nature are merely the patterns of 

the operations of God’s general volitions, and it is God’s general volitions that have the 

real efficacy to solely determine matter to move mechanically, so the general laws of 

nature in principle should not be efficacious.120 Considering Malebranche’s repeated 

119 This may remind us of Descartes’s statements that “laws of nature . . . are the 

secondary and particular causes of the diverse motions that we observe in individual bodies” (AT 

VIII A 62), and that laws of nature bring it about that “individual parts of matter acquire motions 

that they have not had previously” (AT VIII A 61). Even though Arnauld reads Malebranche as 

stating that “the laws are the order in accordance with [selon] which things are brought about” 

(OA XXXIX 175), not “that by [par] which things are brought about” (OA XXXIX 175), 

Malebranche responds that the general laws of nature “are that by which things exist” (OCM VIII 

654). 

 
120 Analogously, to affirm the efficacy of the general laws of nature with regard to the 

mechanical motion of matter is to affirm the efficacy of the laws with regard to order, but at the 
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affirmation of the efficacy of the general laws of nature, therefore, defenders of GC or PC 

draw an ontological distinction between two types of the general laws of nature: (a) the 

first type of the general laws of nature merely refers to the patterns of the operations of 

God’s general volitions; (b) the second type of the general laws of nature merely refers to 

the “elements” that render God’s general volitions efficacious (e.g., the contents of God’s 

general volitions). This requires some explanation. Although defenders of GC or PC 

agree that God’s general volitions are efficacious, they may not hold the source of this 

efficacy to be God’s general volitions. For example, they may contend that God’s general 

volitions are efficacious merely in virtue of their contents, namely, what God wills when 

His general volitions operate. In this case, God’s general volitions are derivatively 

efficacious, and the contents of God’s general volitions are the ultimate source of their 

derivative efficacy. Based on the aforementioned ontological distinction, the first type of 

the general laws of nature is not efficacious, but the second type of the general laws of 

nature is still efficacious, for it is what renders God’s general volitions efficacious in the 

first place. In this way, Malebranche’s talk of the efficacious general laws of nature 

remains consistent with the two-tier explanations of natural phenomena, which treat 

God’s general volitions as the real efficacious entities that underlie the mechanical 

motions of matter. Hence, if GC or PC fails to identify the efficacious general laws of 

nature with the elements that ground the efficacy of God’s general volitions, then it 

cannot be an adequate account of how God’s general volitions solely determine matter to 

move mechanically. 

 

end of the day, it is the government that has the real efficacy to enforce the order, as opposed to 

the laws. 
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2.1.2 The Metaphysical Powerlessness Constraint 

Second, an adequate account should conform with Malebranche’s occasionalism, 

which conceives of nature as metaphysically powerless. Let us call this “the metaphysical 

powerlessness constraint.” It must be noted that this constraint merely concerns the 

metaphysical powerlessness of nature. To say that nature is metaphysically powerless is 

ultimately to say that neither (a) modifications of extended natural things121 nor (b) 

extended natural things possess the metaphysical efficacy or power in virtue of which 

they ground the mechanical motions of matter. So there is no way to metaphysically 

explain the mechanical motions of matter solely in terms of extended natural things and 

their modifications. This implication is derived from Malebranche’s following 

commitment: “there is only God who is a genuine cause [read ground]” (OCM II 316) 

that possesses the metaphysical “power to act” (OCM II 309) and to solely determine 

matter to move mechanically. What Malebranche suggests is that the mechanical motions 

of matter can be metaphysically explained solely in terms of God’s general volitions. But 

because neither extended natural things nor their modifications can be reduced to God’s 

general volitions in any event, nature is devoid of the metaphysical power with regard to 

the mechanical motions of matter. As Malebranche writes, this metaphysical “power of 

creatures is a fiction of the mind, of which we do not naturally have any idea” (OCM III 

207). So even if one examines every aspect of nature, one cannot find anything that 

serves as the ground of the mechanical motions of matter. Hence, if GC or PC renders 

121 To be sure, the mechanical properties of matter (e.g., inertia) possess the metaphysical 

efficacy or power in virtue of which they ground the mechanical motions of matter. But in 

Malebranche’s view, the mechanical properties of matter (e.g., inertia) must be distinguished 

from the modifications of extended natural things, because one cannot modify extended natural 

things so that they possess any mechanical properties. As I explained above, the mechanical 

properties of matter are extrinsic to matter. 
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anything in nature metaphysically powerful with regard to the mechanical motions of 

matter, then it cannot be an adequate account. 

2.1.3 The Necessary Connection Constraint 

Third, an adequate account should conform with Malebranche’s conception of 

causes and effects as necessarily connected. Let us call this “the necessary connection 

constraint.” As Malebranche argues, “a genuine cause is a cause between which and its 

effect the mind perceives a necessary connection” (OCM II 316). In Malebranche’s view, 

all causes are supposed to necessitate their effects. It must be noted, however, that what 

Malebranche understands as causes and effects are sensu stricto grounds and grounded 

entities, which should be distinguished from the causes and the effects at the physical tier. 

Hence, Malebranche is not telling us that there is a necessary connection between, say, 

the fire’s heating the rock (i.e., a physical cause) and the rock’s becoming hot (i.e., a 

physical effect). Obviously, the physical causes and the physical effects are not 

necessarily connected, given that they have to be mediated by the general laws of nature. 

In fact, Malebranche is telling us that there are necessary connections between the 

“causes” and the “effects” at the metaphysical tier, which are precisely grounds and 

grounded entities. This necessity is one distinct feature of grounding relations rather than 

causal relations.122 Indeed, Malebranche distinguishes “genuine causes” and “occasional 

causes.” Roughly, “genuine causes” (i.e., God’s general volitions) are grounds, and 

“occasional causes” are the common causes at the physical tier. Insofar as Malebranche 

argues that God’s general volitions ground the mechanical motions of matter, an adequate 

account should connect them in a necessary way. In sum, any adequate account of how 

122 For example, see Alastair Wilson, “Metaphysical Causation.” 
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God’s general volitions solely determine matter to move mechanically should satisfy 

these three constraints: the efficacious laws constraint, the metaphysical powerlessness 

constraint, and the necessary connection constraint. Now let us see how GC and PC fare 

in light of these three constraints, and then we can see whether GC or PC is the better 

account. 

2.2 Competing Accounts 

2.2.1 The “General Content” Account (GC) 

When God’s general volitions solely determine matter to move mechanically, 

God on GC merely wills the general laws of nature, say, “for any moving body z, if z is 

not acted upon by any external forces, then z moves uniformly in a straight line.” But 

defenders of GC do not unanimously agree that the source of the efficacy of God’s 

general volitions is precisely God’s general volitions. In other words, they may not hold 

that the efficacy of God’s general volitions is direct, non-derivative, or unmediated. Just 

as when one speaks of the efficacy of the government with regard to the oppression of 

rebellions, one may hold that the government is indirectly, derivatively, or mediatedly 

efficacious, because the government is efficacious in virtue of its public police and 

military forces, which are the necessary state apparatuses of the government. In the same 

vein, defenders of GC may hold that God’s general volitions are efficacious in virtue of 

certain elements that necessarily arise from God’s general volitions. At the end of the 

day, it is these elements that are directly, non-derivatively, or unmediatedly efficacious 

and thus constitute the source of the efficacy of God’s general volitions. Depending on 

what are taken to be the efficacious elements, three versions of GC are defended among 

Malebranche’s commentators: (GC-C) the contents of God’s general volitions are the 
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efficacious elements; (GC-P) the products of God’s general volitions are the efficacious 

elements; (GC-V) God’s general volitions themselves are the efficacious elements.123 

Therefore, to see how GC fares in light of those three constraints is to see whether the 

efficacious general laws of nature can be identified with these efficacious elements, 

whether these efficacious elements do not grant nature the metaphysical power, and 

whether these efficacious elements are necessarily connected to the mechanical motions 

of matter. 

2.2.1.1 GC-C 

As far as I know, only Nicholas Jolley defends GC-C. Now let us see whether 

GC-C can satisfy the efficacious laws constraint by means of the identification of the 

efficacious general laws of nature with the contents of God’s general volitions. It must be 

noted that there are two aspects of this identification. First, there is the nominal aspect of 

this identification, which requires that Malebranche refers to the contents of God’s 

general volitions as the general laws of nature. Second, there is, so to speak, the 

efficacious aspect of this identification, which requires that the contents of God’s general 

volitions are efficacious. Concerning the nominal aspect, unfortunately, Nicholas Jolley 

does not say much, and he just asserts that “efficacious laws . . . must be identified with 

the propositional contents of these volitions.”124 Strictly, “divine volitions are acts that 

have propositional content, and it is with these propositional contents that laws of nature 

are to be identified; more strictly, laws of nature are the propositional contents of divine 

123 While GC-C and GC-P seem odd, GC-V is the traditional view that God’s general 

volitions are efficacious simpliciter. 

 
124 “Occasionalism and Efficacious Laws in Malebranche,” 253. 

 



69

 

general volitions.”125 Indeed, the nominal aspect of the identification might not raise 

anyone’s eyebrows. After all, when God’s general volitions solely determine matter to 

move mechanically, what God wills are, as it were, the general laws of nature. 

Concerning the efficacious aspect, however, it seems implausible that the contents of 

God’s general volitions can be efficacious.126 As Nicholas Jolley writes, “understood in 

these terms, laws of nature seem to be of the wrong ontological type to be capable of 

causal efficacy. For propositional contents would appear to be abstract entities, and 

abstract entities are not the sort of item that can cause anything.”127 But Nicholas Jolley 

defends the efficacy of the contents of God’s general volitions through an analogy 

between the contents of God’s general volitions and ideas. As Nicholas Jolley notes, 

Malebranche in his response to Régis establishes the efficacy of ideas in the following 

way: “everything that is in God is efficacious” (OCM XIX 884), so ideas are efficacious 

insofar as they are in God. Jolley argues that an analogous argument can be made 

regarding the contents of God’s general volitions: “everything that is in God is 

efficacious” (OCM XIX 884), so the contents of God’s general volitions are efficacious 

insofar as they are in God. This is how GC-C for Nicholas Jolley can satisfy the 

efficacious laws constraint. But there are several problems. 

125 “Occasionalism and Efficacious Laws in Malebranche,” 255. 

 
126 Once the contents of God’s general volitions become efficacious, then the general 

laws of nature seem to be able to execute themselves. But early modern theists tend to reject this 

possibility. The Cambridge Platonist Cudworth, for example, insists that if “the Laws of 

Motion . . . execute themselves . . . [it is] a Thing plainly Absurd and Ridiculous” (The True 

Intellectual System of the Universe: The First Part; Wherein, All the Reason and Philosophy of 

Atheism is Confuted; and Its Impossibility Demonstrated, 151). 

 
127 “Occasionalism and Efficacious Laws in Malebranche,” 255. More precisely, at stake 

is the metaphysical efficacy of the contents of God’s general volitions, which endows them with 

the metaphysical power to ground certain things. 
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2.2.1.1.1 Objection: the general laws of nature as God’s general volitions. The 

first problem concerns the nominal aspect of the identification of the efficacious general 

laws of nature with the contents of God’s general volitions. As a matter of fact, 

Malebranche never refers to the contents of God’s general volitions as the general laws of 

nature. Rather, Malebranche invariably refers to God’s general volitions instead of their 

contents as the general laws of nature. As Malebranche repeatedly clarifies, “the laws of 

Nature are merely the volitions of its Author” (OCM VIII 654), “the natural laws are 

merely the general volitions of God” (OCM VIII 698), and “the general laws . . . [are] the 

general practical volitions of the Creator” (OCM VIII 704). Hence, Nicholas Jolley 

contends that Malebranche is incautious of such an identification: “if efficacious laws are 

divine volitions, it seems clear that they must be identified with the propositional contents 

of these volitions, and not with the acts themselves.”128 Given his repeated identification 

of the general laws of nature with God’s general volitions, I think Malebranche cannot be 

so incautious. It seems more plausible that Nicholas Jolley misinterprets Malebranche’s 

position. 

2.2.1.1.2 Objection: “everything that is in God is efficacious” (OCM XIX 884). 

The second problem concerns the efficacious aspect of the identification of the 

efficacious general laws of nature with the contents of God’s general volitions. As 

mentioned above, Nicholas Jolley’s defense of the efficacy of the contents of God’s 

general volitions is based on Malebranche’s claim that “everything that is in God is 

128 “Occasionalism and Efficacious Laws in Malebranche,” 253. So if he wrote more 

cautiously, then Malebranche would refer to the contents of God’s general volitions as the general 

laws of nature, Robert Adams is also aware of this problem: “we may wonder how clear 

Malebranche was in his own mind as to whether the laws are strictly identical with the general 

volitions, or are merely their intentional content” (“Malebranche’s Causal Concepts,” 69). 
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efficacious” (OCM XIX 884). However, Malebranche does not seem to think that 

literally everything that is in God is efficacious, which implies that the contents of God’s 

general volitions may not be efficacious. For example, even though all of God’s volitions 

are in God, efficacy for Malebranche is only attributed to God’s practical volitions 

(“willing to make [vouloir faire]” [OCM VIII 652]) instead of God’s non-practical 

volitions (“simply willing [vouloir simplement]” [OCM VIII 652]). As Malebranche 

clarifies, while God has the non-practical volition that “I do some charity” (OCM VIII 

651), “He does not act in me to make me do it” (OCM VIII 651), and this non-practical 

volition of God is not efficacious, despite being in God in the most strict sense. Indeed, 

Malebranche seems incautiously exaggerating when he claims that “everything that is in 

God is efficacious” (OCM XIX 884). But this undermines Nicholas Jolley’s argument for 

the efficacy of the contents of God’s general volitions and therefore casts doubt on the 

identification of the efficacious general laws of nature with the contents of God’s general 

volitions. Given these objections, GC-C arguably fails to satisfy the efficacious laws 

constraint. Now let us see if GC-P can fare better. 

2.2.1.2 GC-P 

According to GC-P, the products of God’s general volitions are the (directly, non-

derivatively, or unmediatedly) efficacious elements in virtue of which they solely 

determine matter to move mechanically. Unlike GC-C – which takes the contents of 

God’s general volitions to be the efficacious elements – GC-P is much more popular 

among contemporary commentators on Malebranche. Indeed, both Robert Adams and 

Desmond Clarke endorse GC-P, if not explicitly, at any rate implicitly. But to fully 

understand GC-P, one must be clear about what the products of God’s general volitions 
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are. Robert Adams’s example shows this nicely: “suppose God wills that whenever two 

bodies collide in way w1, they rebound from each other in way w2. . . . It brings it about 

that whenever two bodies collide in way w1, they rebound from each other in way w2.”
129 

This, I take it, is a necessitation relation that holds between (a) all bodies’ colliding in 

way w1 and (b) all bodies’ rebounding from each other in way w2. Thus understood, the 

products of God’s general volitions are certain necessitation relations, which necessitate 

the occurrences of the corresponding effects when the particular conditional clauses of 

the general laws of nature are satisfied. Defenders of GC-P thus argue that it is in virtue 

of these necessitation relations – namely, the products of God’s general volitions – that 

God’s general volitions solely determine matter to move mechanically. But can GC-P 

fare better than GC-C by satisfying the efficacious laws constraint? In this case, 

defenders of GC-P identify the efficacious general laws of nature with the 

aforementioned necessitation relations.130 Concerning the nominal aspect of this 

129 “Malebranche’s Causal Concepts,” 72. 

 
130 In doing so, defenders of GC-P implicitly interpret Malebranche as committing to the 

contemporary theory of the laws of nature developed by Fred Dretske, Michael Tooley, and 

David Armstrong, namely, the DTA theory. See Fred Dretske, “Laws of Nature”; Michael 

Tooley, “The Nature of Laws,” Causation: A Realist Approach; David Armstrong, What is a Law 

of Nature?. For contemporary philosophers, one perplexing task is to articulate the ontological 

status of the active laws of nature that “cause” natural phenomena. Insofar as they are endowed 

with “causal power,” these active laws of nature can be understood as Malebranche’s efficacious 

general laws of nature. DTA theorists identify these active laws of nature with certain 

necessitation relations that hold between pairs of universals. For example, the active law of inertia 

is identified with the necessitation relation that holds between (a) all moving bodies’ not being 

acted upon by any external forces and (b) all moving bodies’ moving uniformly in a straight line. 

David Armstrong explains in detail that “suppose it to be a law that Fs are Gs. F-ness and G-ness 

are taken to be universals. A certain relation, a relation of non-logical or contingent necessitation, 

holds between F-ness and G-ness. This state of affairs may be symbolized as ‘N(F,G)’” (What is 

a Law of Nature?, 85). In this case, the active law of nature that has “Fs are Gs” as its content is 

ontologically N(F,G), which is nothing but a necessitation relation that holds between all Fs and 

all Gs. So in identifying the efficacious general laws of nature with certain necessitation relations 

that hold between pairs universals, Malebranche on GC-P is arguably a DTA theorist.  
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identification, however, defenders of GC-P face the same problem: Malebranche 

exclusively refers to God’s general volitions instead of their products as the general laws 

of nature (OCM VII 654, 698, 704). So the efficacious general laws of nature cannot be 

identified with the products of God’s general volitions. But for the sake of argument, let 

us grant this to defenders of GC-P. But how about the efficacious aspect? Can those 

aforementioned necessitation relations be efficacious with regard to the mechanical 

motions of matter?131 The answer is clearly affirmative. For one thing, those necessitation 

relations in question are the products of God’s general volitions that are “necessarily 

efficacious” (OCM V 27), and if the necessitation relations were not efficacious to 

produce the corresponding effects, then they could not be “necessitation” relations, and 

God’s general volitions could not be necessarily efficacious. For example, suppose a 

general volition of God has the mechanical law of inertia as its content and thus produces 

a necessitation relation that holds between (a) all moving bodies’ not being acted upon by 

any external forces and (b) all moving bodies’ moving uniformly in a straight line. In this 

case, if this necessitation relation failed to produce the inertial motions of matter under 

131 For what it is worth, this poses a serious problem for DTA theorists. This is often 

known as “the inference problem.” As David Lewis points out, “whatever N may be, I cannot see 

how it could be absolutely impossible to have N(F,G) and Fa without Ga” (“New Work for a 

Theory of Universals,” 366), and specifically, “the mystery is somewhat hidden by Armstrong’s 

terminology. He uses ‘necessitates’ as a name for the lawmaking universal N; and who would be 

surprised to hear that if F ‘necessitates’ G and a has F, then a must have G? But I say that N 

deserves the name of ‘necessitation’ only if, somehow, it really can enter into the requisite 

necessary connections. It can’t enter into them just by bearing a name, any more than one can 

have mighty biceps just by being called ‘Armstrong’” (“New Work for a Theory of Universals,” 

366). But this may not pose any problem for defenders of GC-P. Walter Ott and Lydia Patton 

refer to the views that take the laws of nature to be what are imposed from above (e.g., the DTA 

theory) as “top-down views,” and they point out that “all top-down views have it that the laws are 

actually doing something. If laws are divine volitions, then it is easy to see how this works: God, 

being omnipotent, forms volitions that are necessarily effective. It is much less easy to see how 

laws could govern anything on non-theistic top-down views [e.g., the DTA theory]: what does it 

mean to say, for example, that one universal necessitates the instantiation of another?” 

(“Intuitions and Assumptions in the Debate over Laws of Nature,” 6). 
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certain circumstances, then it could not be a necessitation relation, and it would imply 

that the general volition of God concerning the mechanical law of inertia is not 

efficacious to produce the corresponding necessitation relation. So the efficacious aspect 

does not pose any problem for GC-P. In sum, GC-P does a much better job in satisfying 

the efficacious laws constraint. While still failing to accommodate the nominal aspect, 

GC-P can accommodate the efficacious aspect. 

However, as I will explain, GC-P cannot satisfy the metaphysical powerlessness 

constraint. Unlike the contents of God’s general volitions, the products of God’s general 

volitions – namely, the necessitation relations – do not reside in God: they are not 

abstract entities that are somehow built into God. Rather, for defenders of GC-P, the 

necessitation relations reside in nature. Put differently, their locus is nature instead of 

God. This is because they are treated as part of God’s creation: just as God wills the 

initial conditions of nature and creates nature (e.g., stars, rivers, and seas), God wills the 

general laws of nature and creates the necessitation relations, which are the constituents 

of the metaphysical structure of nature.132 However, it is impossible for defenders of GC-

P to situate the necessitation relations in nature without contradicting the metaphysical 

powerlessness constraint. Because nature is the locus of the necessitation relations, 

defenders of GC-P can identify the necessitation relations with either (a) modifications of 

extended natural things or (b) extended natural things. As the major defender of GC-P, 

Desmond Clarke adopts the first strategy and conceives of the necessitation relations as 

132 So to say that there is a necessitation relation that holds between (a) all moving 

bodies’ not being acted upon by any external forces and (b) all moving bodies’ moving uniformly 

in a straight line is to say that nature is structured in such a metaphysical way that for any moving 

body z, if z is not acted upon by any external forces, then z moves uniformly in a straight line. 

These necessitation relations are inscribed into the metaphysical structure of nature. 
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the internal forces of extended natural things, which are certain modifications of extended 

natural things.133 So Desmond Clarke insists that “apart from the chronological 

connotations of pre-established harmony, there is no significant difference between the 

accounts of God’s causal agency, in respect of nature, which are defended by Leibniz and 

his Cartesian correspondent.”134 In this case, however, nature becomes metaphysically 

powerful, for certain modifications of extended natural things (i.e., the necessitation 

relations as internal forces) endow extended natural things with metaphysical power. In 

terms of the first strategy, therefore, GC-P cannot satisfy the metaphysical powerless 

constraint. As Steven Nadler stresses: 

Clarke wants Malebranche’s God to be a God that creates and sustains a 

world of things which run by themselves, apparently under their own 

powers, according to certain laws . . . . But Clarke’s reading is inconsistent 

with the central claim of Malebranche’s occasionalism, namely, that finite 

beings are devoid of all powers and natures [e.g., the internal forces].135  

133 Admittedly, it is hard to see how the internal forces of extended natural things for 

Malebranche can be certain modifications of extended natural things. But for the sake of 

argument, I will grant this to defenders of GC-P. 

 
134 Occult Powers and Hypotheses: Cartesian Natural Philosophy Under Louis XIV, 121. 

The pre-established harmony depends on the fact that “God at the outset gives to the substance a 

nature or internal force that can produce to it by order . . . everything that will happen to it, that is 

to say, all the appearances or expressions that it will have, and that without the help of any 

creature” (G IV 485), and “the force . . . [is] what there is in the present state, which carries with 

it a change in the future” (G IV 523), namely, a necessitation relation that holds between the 

present state and the future state of the substance. So Leibniz writes that “by the Force that I give 

to substances, I understand nothing but a state from which follows another state, if nothing 

hinders it” (André Robinet, Malebranche et Leibniz: Relations personnelles, 421), and that “when 

I speak of the force . . . of Creatures, I understand that every Creature is presently pregnant with 

its future state, and that it naturally follows a certain train, if nothing hinders it” (G III 566), or, 

“the present is pregnant with the future” (G IV 563). But Malebranche’s God for Leibniz “is the 

executor of them [i.e., the general laws of nature]” (G IV 549), whereas Leibniz emphasizes that 

“the law created by God leaves some vestige of Him expressed in things [sui expressum in rebus 

vestigium, i.e., the necessitation relations] ” (G IV 507). 

 
135 “Malebranche’s Occasionalism: A Reply to Clarke,” 507. More specifically, 

“Malebranche’s ontology just will not support the picture of causality that Clarke is advocating. 

The God of Clarke’s Malebranche wills (in addition to the continued existence of things) only the 

general laws of nature. Laws of such generality underdetermine particular events; and in a 
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Alternatively, defenders of GC-P may identify the necessitation relations with extended 

natural things, which may be thought of as certain marionette-machines that are 

programmed to execute the general laws of nature. Hence, the first strategy takes the 

necessitation relations to be the internal forces that operate intrasubstantially or 

intrinsically, but the second strategy takes the necessitation relations to be the external 

forces that operate intersubstantially or extrinsically. However, the second strategy still 

fails to render nature metaphysically powerless, because in this case, as Nicholas Jolley 

rightly states, the necessitation relations as the general laws of nature are  

To be identified with those general structural features of the world that are 

the truth-makers for nomological propositions. But in that case, laws of 

nature become creatures of a special sort; and thus, according to the 

fundamental tenet of occasionalism, incapable of genuine causal 

efficacy.136  

 

In sum, insofar as the locus of the necessitation relations is nature rather than God, nature 

is rendered metaphysically powerful, whether the necessitation relations are identified 

with extended natural things or their modifications. Because GC-P fails to satisfy the 

Malebranchean universe the efficacy of such laws cannot be a function of causal powers in 

things. But that seems to be exactly what Clarke would have. On the other hand, if he agrees that 

there are no powers inherent in the substances of Malebranche’s universe, but also insists that 

God is not thereby required constantly to act, then how is the efficacy of the laws to be 

explained?” (“Malebranche’s Occasionalism: A Reply to Clarke,” 507). 

 
136 “Occasionalism and Efficacious Laws in Malebranche,” 254. More specifically, “on 

the face of it, by claiming that laws, not bodies, are efficacious, Malebranche may seem to be 

simply reintroducing genuine secondary causes into the world by the back door. That is, instead 

of attributing causality to particular events or bodies, he is attributing it rather to the laws where 

these are understood to be general nomological facts. Causality, then, has been clandestinely 

shifted from particular bodies or events to structural features of the created world. But if this is 

so, then causal efficacy would still belong to creatures, and this claim would be inconsistent with 

the fundamental occasionalist tenet that God is the sole true cause” (“Occasionalism and 

Efficacious Laws in Malebranche,” 254). Andrew Pessin notes that “for (GC) laws are 

independently existing states of affairs, products of divine volitions whose contents are nomic 

propositions,” “but if we treat laws as distinct features of the world, then features would be 

efficacious, violating occasionalism” (“Malebranche’s Distinction between General and 

Particular Volitions,” 97, 96). 
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metaphysical powerlessness constraint, it is an inadequate account. Since both GC-C and 

GC-P fail to satisfy all the constraints, let us turn to the last version of GC, namely, GC-

V. 

2.2.1.3 GC-V 

According to GC-V, God’s general volitions are the (directly, non-derivatively, or 

unmediatedly) efficacious elements in virtue of which they solely determine matter to 

move mechanically. Unlike GC-C and GC-P, GC-V offers a straightforward 

understanding of how God’s general volitions are efficacious: it is in virtue of themselves 

instead of their contents or products that God’s general volitions are efficacious. As I see 

it, GC-V is arguably the most promising version of GC. Its defenders include Andrew 

Black and Charles McCracken. Now let us see whether GC-V can satisfy the efficacious 

laws constraint by means of the identification of the efficacious general laws of nature 

with God’s general volitions.137 First, as regards the nominal aspect, GC-V does not face 

any problem, for Malebranche repeatedly refers to God’s general volitions as the general 

laws of nature (OCM VII 654, 698, 704). Second, as regards the efficacious aspect, GC-

V is clearly supported by Malebranche’s idea that God’s general volitions are 

“necessarily efficacious” (OCM V 27). Thus, GC-V has one significant advantage over 

GC-C and GC-P: whereas GC-C and GC-P cannot straightforwardly explain the nominal 

aspect and the efficacious aspect of the identification – they need to read Malebranche as 

incautiously treating the contents or the products of God’s general volitions as equivalent 

to God’s general volitions themselves – GC-V straightforwardly satisfies the efficacious 

137 Andrew Black notes that “Malebranche identifies the laws of nature with God’s 

general volitions” (“Malebranche’s Theodicy,” 32). Charles McCracken also notes that 

occasionalists “instead of supposing that God’s will is the cause of nature’s laws, suppose that 

those laws are identical with God’s ‘wills’” (Malebranche and British Philosophy, 91). 
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laws constraint. Moreover, the metaphysical powerlessness constraint does not pose any 

problem for GC-V, as GC-V attributes efficacy to God’s general volitions. Unlike GC-P 

– which renders extended natural things or their modifications efficacious – GC-V 

deprives nature of any efficacy, so nature is still metaphysically powerless.138 Although 

GC-V has these advantages, it cannot satisfy the necessary connection constraint. 

Suppose a particular moving body S is not acted upon by any external forces and it 

moves uniformly in a straight line according to the mechanical law of inertia. In this case, 

defenders of GC-V should establish a necessary connection that holds between (a) God’s 

general volition that has “for any moving body z, if z is not acted upon by any external 

forces, then z moves uniformly in a straight line” as its content and (b) S’s moving 

uniformly in a straight line. But as a matter of fact, they are merely contingently 

connected. For if they were necessarily connected, then God’s general volition of the 

mechanical law of inertia would entail the condition that S is not acted upon by any 

external forces. Indeed, even if God wills the mechanical law of inertia, S may still be 

acted upon by some external forces, which implies that S may not move uniformly in a 

straight line.139 Strictly, therefore, GC-V cannot satisfy the necessary connection 

constraint. 

138 Although Nicholas Jolley defends GC-C, he admits that GC-V can neatly satisfy the 

metaphysical powerlessness constraint: “if efficacious laws are simply divine volitions, then they 

are not ontologically distinct from God Himself. Thus, there is no danger that the doctrine of 

efficacious laws will reintroduce genuine causality into the world by the back door” 

(“Occasionalism and Efficacious Laws in Malebranche,” 252). 

 
139 Simply put, if p, then q does not entail p, so there is not a necessary connection 

between if p, then q and q. Rather, the necessary connection holds between (a) if p, then q and p 

and (b) q. 
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2.2.1.3.1 Objection: asymmetrical efficacy. Apart from failing to satisfy the 

constraints, GC-V faces a serious objection: GC-V renders God’s general volitions 

efficacious in an asymmetrical way. Let us start by looking closely at how God’s 

practical volitions operate in both the creation and the conservation of nature. In 

Malebranche’s view, God creates nature by His particular volitions alone. This holds true 

even for defenders of GC. As Malebranche writes, “when God has created the world, the 

humans, the animals, the plants, the organized bodies, that contain in their seeds what is 

necessary to provide all the centuries with their species, He has done it by particular 

volitions” (OCM VIII 759).140 Moreover, the contents of God’s particular volitions are 

undisputedly taken to be certain propositions that specify the particular states of created 

substances. In the creation of nature, it is clear that God’s practical volitions operate in 

the following way: God wills “p exists,” and God creates the truth-maker of “p exists,” 

namely, p.141 But it must be noted that Malebranche holds that conservation is merely 

continuous creation: “if the world subsists, it is because God continues to will that the 

world be. The conservation of creatures is on the part of God merely their continued 

creation [création continuée]” (OCM XII 157).142 Insofar as (a) God conserves nature by 

His general volitions alone (OCM V 32, 63), (b) conservation is merely continuous 

creation, and (c) God creates nature by His particular volitions alone, it seems to follow 

(above everything else) that God’s general volitions are efficacious in the same way as 

140 Similarly, Malebranche writes that “the [pre-]formation of organized bodies . . . has 

not been able to be determined without that He has acted by particular volitions” (OCM VII 594). 

 
141 As Malebranche argues, “God does not need instruments to act, [and] it suffices that 

He wills in order that a thing exist” (OCM II 316). 

 
142 Simply put, “creatures subsist only because God wills that they be” (OCM III 99). 



80

 

God’s particular volitions are: in acting by general volitions, God creates the truth-

makers of the contents of His general volitions. However, this does not seem to be the 

case for GC-V. In acting by general volitions, God on GC-V wills the general laws of 

nature and creates matter that moves mechanically, but the mechanical motions of matter 

are not the truth-makers of the contents of His general volitions. More specifically, the 

mechanical motions of matter are necessary rather than sufficient for the general laws of 

nature to be true. For example, suppose God wills “for any moving body z, if z is not 

acted upon by any external forces, then z moves uniformly in a straight line” and God 

creates a particular moving body S, which moves uniformly in a straight line insofar as it 

is not acted upon by any external forces at the moment. In this case, it is clear that the 

mechanical motion of S is not the truth-maker of the mechanical law of inertia. Indeed, it 

is only a necessary condition for the mechanical law of inertia to hold true. Viewed in 

this light, GC-P may even be a better account than GC-V, because God on GC-P wills the 

general laws of nature and thereby creates the necessitation relations, and these 

necessitation relations are clearly the truth-makers of the general laws of nature.143 Given 

that GC-V’s asymmetric conception of the efficacy of God’s general volitions 

undermines Malebranche’s reduction of conservation to continuous creation, GC-V 

seems an inadequate account. 

2.2.1.4 General Objection: Metaphysical Independence 

 In this section, I will put forward a general objection to GC: GC treats the 

mechanical motions of matter as metaphysically independent of God’s immediate 

143 Nicholas Jolley calls them “general structural features of the world that are the truth-

makers for nomological propositions” (“Occasionalism and Efficacious Laws in Malebranche,” 

254). 
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volitions. As noted above, Malebranche argues that God conserves nature, and what God 

actually conserves is the existence of matter, or, more precisely, the existence of matter 

that moves mechanically. Malebranche’s doctrine of conservation thus establishes the 

metaphysical dependence of the mechanical motions of matter on God’s conservational 

activities. As God’s conservational activities are God’s immediately willing the existence 

of what He conserves (OCM III 99), the mechanical motions of matter metaphysically 

depend on God’s immediate volitions, namely, His volitions that immediately conserve 

the existence of mechanically moving matter. Given this analysis, the mechanical 

motions of matter cannot take place without God’s immediate volitions. Suppose a 

particular moving body S is not acted upon by any external forces and S thus moves 

uniformly in a straight line. In this case, if God does not immediately will the existence of 

S that moves uniformly in a straight line, then the mechanical motion of S cannot take 

place, for the latter metaphysically depends on the former. 

However, this runs counter to GC’s thesis. In terms of the example above, 

defenders of GC would hold that God does not immediately will the existence of S that 

moves uniformly in a straight line. Rather, for defenders of GC, God merely wills the 

mechanical law of inertia. Hence, it follows that the mechanical motions of matter are 

metaphysically independent of God’s immediate volitions, which conflicts with the 

metaphysical dependence articulated above. Defenders of GC can address this problem in 

two ways. They can argue that God’s willing the mechanical law of inertia implies God’s 

immediately willing the existence of S that moves uniformly in a straight line, just as 

one’s willing “it rains in the most populous city” entails one’s willing “it rains in Tokyo.” 

But such an implicature is not defensible. Alternatively, defenders of GC can argue that 
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apart from the mechanical law of inertia, God also immediately wills the existence of S 

that moves uniformly in a straight line. To be sure, this response renders GC compatible 

with the metaphysical dependence articulated above. But there are two problems. First, it 

contradicts GC’s assumption that God only wills the general laws of nature after 

Creation.144 Second, it renders God’s willing the mechanical law of inertia redundant, 

because its supposed effect (i.e., S’s moving uniformly in a straight line) has already been 

produced by God’s immediately willing the existence of S that moves uniformly in a 

straight line. 

2.2.2 The “Particular Content” Account (PC) 

Given that all three versions of GC fail to satisfy the constraints, we need an 

alternative account of how God’s general volitions solely determine matter to move 

mechanically. This brings us to PC. Whereas God’s general volitions on GC have the 

general laws of nature as their contents, God’s general volitions on PC have the 

particular consequential clauses of the general laws of nature as their contents. Insofar as 

these contents on PC consist of the propositions about the particular states of created 

substances, God on PC in effect wills every detail of what happens throughout the history 

of nature. Hence, PC characterizes God as a meticulous sustainer of nature by His general 

volitions that are directly and immediately responsible for the mechanical motions of 

matter. Now let us see if PC can satisfy the three constraints.  

144 As Robert Sleigh writes, “God brought about the initial state of the universe by 

various particular volitions, which we may combine into one–the initial-state volition. God also 

willed that certain laws obtain, which we may combine into one general volition–the law volition. 

Thereafter (so to speak), . . . no more divine volitions are required” (Leibniz and Arnauld: A 

Commentary on Their Correspondence, 157).  
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In terms of the efficacious laws constraint, defenders of PC should identify the 

efficacious general laws of nature with God’s general volitions. Similar to GC-V, PC 

does not face any problem as regards the nominal aspect and the efficacious aspect of the 

identification. This is because PC standardly treats God’s general volitions – as opposed 

to their contents or their products – as the efficacious elements. In this way, defenders of 

PC can point to Malebranche’s identification of the general laws of nature with God’s 

general volitions (OCM VIII 654, 698, 704) that are “necessarily efficacious” (OCM V 

27), which neatly articulates the nominal aspect and the efficacious aspect of the 

identification. Further, PC satisfies the metaphysical powerlessness constraint. In treating 

God’s general volitions – the locus of which is God, instead of nature – as the efficacious 

elements, PC does not attribute any metaphysical power to nature. Finally, PC satisfies 

the necessary connection constraint, for what God wills are the mechanical motions of 

matter themselves. Suppose a particular moving body S is not acted upon by any external 

forces and it moves uniformly in a straight line according to the mechanical law of 

inertia, God on PC wills precisely S’s mechanical motion, which in virtue of the efficacy 

of God’s general volitions necessitates S’s mechanical motion. 

2.2.2.1 “Particular” Volitions 

As I showed above, while all three versions of GC fail to satisfy the efficacious 

laws constraint, the metaphysical powerlessness constraint, or the necessary connection 

constraint, PC neatly satisfies all the constraints, which shows that PC is a better account 

than GC. In this section, I will provide more textual evidence for PC, which concerns the 

“particularity” of the contents of God’s general volitions. First, I will look at passages in 

Malebranche’s Entretiens sur la métaphysique et sur la religion where he talks about the 
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doctrine of continuous creation. Second, I will look at Malebranche’s correspondence 

with Arnauld. As I will show, Malebranche in all these cases emphasizes that God’s 

general volitions have particular contents, and this emphasis strongly supports PC and 

poses a significant challenge to GC.  

Unlike deists – who contend that God remains indifferent to nature after Creation 

– Malebranche holds that God creates and conserves nature. In conserving nature, 

Malebranche’s God conserves nothing but the existence of extended natural things, and 

He acts by continuous creation: He continuously creates extended natural things by 

willing that they exist. Suppose there is a certain body on this floor for a period of time. 

Then it is because in a continuous way, God creates a certain body on this floor or “God 

wills that there be on this floor a certain body” (OCM XII 161). Moreover, Malebranche 

even holds that “He cannot will that this chair be, without that He wills at the same time 

that it be here or there” (OCM XII 156), such that in the conservation of nature, God ends 

up willing certain propositions that have the particular states of created substances as 

their contents. Considering that “God does not act by particular volitions” (OCM V 32, 

63) in the conservation of nature, Malebranche’s doctrine of continuous creation implies 

that God’s general volitions have particular contents. This lends support to PC rather than 

GC.145 

145 As Steven Nadler argues, “this becomes especially clear if we remember that one of 

Malebranche’s arguments for his occasionalism is based on God’s role as sustainer of the 

universe by means of its continuous creation. At every moment, God must recreate the universe 

in order to maintain it in existence. Now, this continuous creation of the universe involves a 

continuous creation of every object therein. Hence, God must constantly will that our billiard ball 

exist; otherwise, it would cease to exist. Moreover, God must will it to exist in some relative 

place or another, in some spatial relationship to other bodies. When God recreates the ball in the 

same relative place from moment to moment, it is at rest. When God conserves it in different 

successive relative places, it is in motion. This implies that unless there is a volition by God at 

time t to create body b in a particular relative place, different from its relative place at the 
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In his polemical response to Arnauld’s critique, Malebranche remains clear about 

the particularity of the contents of God’s general volitions. As mentioned previously, 

Arnauld defends GC and he contends that Malebranche’s God as the conserver of nature 

wills the general laws of nature, so the general volitions of Malebranche’s God have 

general contents. But Arnauld disagrees with Malebranche. In Arnauld’s view,  

God as the conserver of nature wills the particular consequential clauses of the general 

laws of nature (i.e., certain propositions that have the particular states of created 

substances as their contents), and as a result, God’s general volitions have particular 

contents. That is why Arnauld clarifies that “in the conduct of God for the conservation 

of the sensible, and purely corporeal world, He does nothing by general volitions that He 

does not also do by particular volitions” (OA XXXIX 185; cited in OCM VIII 685). For 

Arnauld, there is not much difference between God’s general volitions and God’s 

particular volitions, for what God wills are categorically identical (i.e., certain 

propositions of the particular states of created substances).146 Hence, if GC were right, 

Malebranche would reject Arnauld’s clarification and insist on the categorical difference 

between the (general) contents of God’s general volitions and the (particular) contents of 

God’s particular volitions. Surprisingly, however, Malebranche accepts Arnauld’s 

clarification of the particular contents of God’s general volitions. More specifically, 

Malebranche suggests that his phrase “God acts in consequence of the general laws” (or, 

“God acts by general volitions”) is so equivocal that Arnauld misunderstands him as 

previous moment (time t – I), there will be no motion in body b. But this is tantamount to saying 

that God wills at time t to move body b [i.e., PC]” (“Occasionalism and General Will,” 42). 

 
146 The only difference is that the contents of God’s general volitions are in conformity 

with the general laws of nature, whereas the contents of God’s particular volitions are not so. 
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claiming that God’s general volitions have general contents (i.e., the general laws); but 

indeed, he claims that God’s general volitions have particular contents, so he accepts 

Arnauld’s clarification that in acting by general volitions, God does everything in the 

same way He acts by particular volitions (i.e., willing certain propositions of the 

particular states of created substances). Malebranche agrees with Arnauld and stresses 

that “this is merely an equivocation. When I say that God acts in consequence of the 

general laws, I do not claim that He does not have in particular the volition to follow 

them” (OCM VIII 685). In Arnauld’s eyes, Malebranche claims that when God acts in 

consequence of the general laws (or, when God acts by general volitions), God wills the 

general laws, so God has no specific volitions to execute the general laws. But this is 

what Malebranche denies. Rather, Malebranche insists that God still has the specific 

volitions to execute the general laws, which implies the particularity of the contents of 

God’s general volitions. To sum up, the textual evidence above suggests that PC is 

Malebranche’s considered view. 

2.2.2.2 “Indirect” Volitions 

 In this section, I will offer more textual evidence for PC, which concerns 

Malebranche’s claim that God wills monsters indirectly. When God acts by general 

volitions in nature, the contents of God’s general volitions for Malebranche do not 

directly involve monsters. As Malebranche writes, “God does not will . . . directly that 

there be monsters” (OCM III 89), and accordingly, “He wills them [i.e., monsters] 

indirectly” (OCM XII 216). Admittedly, this indirectness at first glance seem to support 

GC rather than PC for good reasons. First, Malebranche often affirms that “monsters are 

necessary consequences” (OCM V 35) of the general laws of nature established by God. 
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To put it more accurately, Malebranche’s idea is that insofar as nature unfolds itself 

according to the general laws of nature, monsters necessarily arise in nature, because 

monsters are part of the particular consequential clauses of the general laws of nature. 

Second, God on PC wills the particular consequential clauses of the general laws of 

nature. Given these two premises, how can God on PC will monsters indirectly? In 

contrast, God on GC wills the general laws of nature, and there is a clear sense in which 

God wills monsters indirectly. In sum, the indirectness of God’s general volitions with 

regard to the existence of monsters may suggest that Malebranche’s considered view is 

GC rather than PC. But as I will argue later, this indirectness actually supports PC rather 

than GC. 

 First of all, one must note that God on GC wills the general laws of nature, and in 

this case, strictly speaking, God does not will monsters at all, whether directly or 

indirectly. Hence, if GC were Malebranche’s view, then Malebranche would not claim 

that God wills monsters indirectly. Admittedly, defenders of GC may respond that 

because God wills the initial conditions of nature and the general laws of nature and He 

thereby produces monsters, there is still a sense in which God wills monsters, albeit 

indirectly. Similarly, if one wills “if p, then q” and “p,” then there is still a sense in which 

one wills “q,” albeit indirectly. However, this response seems highly problematic. In his 

discussion of monsters, Malebranche tries to establish that when God acts in consequence 

of the laws of nature, He is not so involved in the production of monsters (OCM III 88-

89; OCM XII 215-216). Given this context, if Malebranche were committed to GC, or, if 

He held that God acts in consequence of the general laws of nature by willing the general 

laws of nature, then Malebranche would choose to argue that (a) God does not will 
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monsters instead of (b) God wills monsters indirectly, because (a) in effect can render 

God much less involved in the production of monsters than (b). Therefore, the 

indirectness of God’s willing the monsters does not support GC. 

 Now it is clear that this indirectness does not support GC. But why does it support 

PC? We must pay particular attention to how Malebranche explains this indirectness. In 

Malebranche’s view, God wills monsters indirectly because (a) God wills monsters 

insofar as they are part of the particular consequential clauses of the general laws of 

nature, and alternatively, (b) God would not will monsters at all if they were not part of 

the particular consequential clauses of the general laws of nature. As Malebranche 

argues, “He wills them indirectly . . . because they are one natural consequence of His 

laws” (OCM XII 216). It must be noted that Malebranche in this case implicitly identifies 

the particular consequential clauses of the general laws of nature with the contents of 

God’s general volitions, which supports PC. Defenders of GC may take issue with the 

way I read Malebranche’s explanation. Instead, they may read Malebranche’s explanation 

as stating that God wills the general laws of nature that have monsters as part of the 

particular consequential clauses, and God thus wills monsters indirectly. But this begs the 

same question I raised above. Given that Malebranche undertakes to absolve God and 

God on GC wills the general laws of nature, why does he not deny that God wills 

monsters at all? Why does he even fortify the connection between God and monsters by 

stressing that “God wills monsters indirectly”? Does it not seem better if Malebranche 

simply leaves the connection out of his discussion? Therefore, GC seems at odds with 

Malebranche’s talk of the indirectness of God’s willing the monsters, and PC is arguably 

the better account. 
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2.3 Objection and Reply: Temporalized Volitions 

 In this section, I will reply to a critical objection to PC that has not yet been dealt 

with properly by defenders of PC. This critical objection states that PC temporalizes 

God’s general volitions and contradicts Malebranche’s principle that God acts (by 

general volitions) atemporally. As Desmond Clarke suggests: “it is incoherent [for 

defenders of PC] to involve an eternal, omnipotent, simple, and omniscient God in such a 

way that he can be said literally to have temporalized wills [i.e., general volitions] which 

correspond, one to one, with the temporal causal events which apparently require this 

concurrence.”147 In formulating this objection, Desmond Clarke has in mind the 

following example: if a certain body moves at time t, then at time t, God on PC wills this 

body to move (the temporal index is not built into God’s general volitions).148 However, 

this poses a problem for PC, because Malebranche insists that “all that is outside God, 

should be produced by an action eternal [i.e., atemporal]” (OCM V 112). How can PC 

coherently temporalize God’s general volitions? As Steven Nadler accurately states, this 

objection concerns the theological coherence of PC. But Steven Nadler does not offer an 

adequate response, and in defending PC, he only claims that “if as brilliant and rigorous a 

theologian as Arnauld finds it [i.e., PC] coherent, that is good enough for me.”149 I think 

more adequate responses can be made to this objection of temporalized volitions. 

First, if PC is accused of temporalizing God’s general volitions, it is difficult to 

see why GC can do better in avoiding the temporalization of God’s general volitions. 

147 “Malebranche and Occasionalism: A Reply to Steven Nadler,” 503. 

 
148 If one builds the temporal index into God’s general volitions, then divine providence 

may be undermined. 

 
149 “Malebranche’s Occasionalism: A Reply to Clarke,” 506. 
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Suppose a certain body moves at time t. Then at time t, does God on GC will the general 

laws of nature that govern the motion of this body? Two possibilities exist. If God does 

not will the general laws of nature at time t, then the general laws of nature cannot obtain 

at time t, with the result that this body cannot move at time t. Accordingly, God must will 

the general laws of nature at time t, or, at all times. In this case, GC inevitably 

temporalizes God’s general volitions as much as PC does, and there is not much 

difference between GC and PC in this respect. 

Second, even though defenders of GC and PC disagree on how God acts by 

general volitions, they uniformly agree that God acts by particular volitions in the 

following way. Suppose God acts by particular volitions and miracles occur at time t. 

Then at time t, God wills that there be miracles. For Malebranche, when miracles occur, 

“at that time [alors] God acts by particular volitions” (OCM V 148). As defenders of GC 

accept the temporalization of God’s particular volitions, they should also accept the 

temporalization of God’s general volitions. As I understand it, the temporalization of 

God’s general volitions seems a problem for Malebranche rather than his commentators. 

So it should not pose a challenge to PC. 

2.4 Conclusion 

 Now let us take stock. Traditional theists believe in the doctrine of divine 

providence and defend God’s causal involvement in nature: God is the whole cause or the 

partial cause of all natural phenomena. In the early modern period, divine providence is 

challenged by mechanism. According to mechanism, the real causes of all natural 

phenomena are the mechanical motions of matter, which occur independently of God. 

Mechanists conceive of nature as a causally closed clockwork-like system that banishes 
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supernatural interventions. In response, early modern theists contend that pace 

mechanists, the mechanical motions of matter are wholly or partially grounded in God: if 

God did not act, matter would be absolutely motionless. Early modern theists thus hold 

that the mechanical motions of matter cause all natural phenomena wholly or partially in 

virtue of God, such that God can be understood as the real cause of all natural 

phenomena. Among the three positions, Malebranche commits to occasionalism and 

declares that God wholly grounds the mechanical motions of matter. But how does 

Malebranche’s God do it? Between GC and PC, I argued for PC: Malebranche’s God 

wills the particular consequential clauses of the general laws of nature. Simply put, 

Malebranche’s God wholly grounds the mechanical motions of matter by directly willing 

that they be. As PC is Malebranche’s considered view, Malebranche’s nature operates as 

follows: all natural phenomena (as physical effects) are ultimately caused by God, who 

underlies the mechanical motions of matter (as the physical causes) by willing matter to 

move mechanically in each case. Insofar as natural evils are part of all natural 

phenomena, God for Malebranche is causally responsible for the production of natural 

evils: if He did not will the mechanical motions of matter at all, matter would not move 

mechanically to cause natural evils. But how can God be absolutely perfect in causing 

natural evils? This is the topic for the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE THEOLOGICAL POSSIBILITY OF NATURAL EVILS 

  As I explained in Chapter 2, Malebranche defends the traditional doctrine of 

divine providence (i.e., God’s causal involvement in nature) as follows: God causes 

everything to take place in nature insofar as God wholly grounds the mechanical motions 

of matter that cause all natural phenomena.150 Given that natural evils are part of natural 

phenomena, Malebranche contends that God is the origin of natural evils. With regard to 

monsters, for example, Malebranche indicates that “certainly there is no one but God who 

produces the monsters” (OCM XII 212). In spite of God’s production of natural evils, 

Malebranche insists that there are no imperfections in God, so “one should not find fault” 

(OCM V 50) with God. But how can God be absolutely perfect when He is the one who 

produces pains, deformities, and disasters? In response, Malebranche explains how God’s 

production of natural evils is compatible with God’s absolute perfection, and this 

explanation of the theological possibility of natural evils is the crux of Malebranche’s 

theodicy for natural evils. In this chapter, I will attempt a reconstruction of this theodicy. 

But before I proceed with my reconstruction, I will first review an influential 

reconstruction developed by Samuel Newlands. Then I will raise two objections to bring 

to light the constraints that any adequate reconstruction should satisfy. After the 

constraints are laid down, I will move on to articulate and defend my reconstruction. 

3.1 Samuel Newlands’s Moralistic Reconstruction 

 Even though Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils plays a preeminent role in 

the development of the solution to the problem of evil, it hardly receives a systematic 

150 Grounding relation links the grounds and the grounded entities vertically at the 

metaphysical tier. To retain this grounding relation that underlies the occurrence of all natural 

events, God acts by general volitions in nature. 
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treatment by historians of philosophy. Many commentators only foreground certain 

aspects of Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils, and they fail to think of his theodicy 

for natural evils as a whole and offer a systematic reconstruction. For example, Tad 

Schmaltz only pays attention to the “deontological” aspect of Malebranche’s theodicy for 

natural evils and stresses that Malebranche’s God necessarily adheres to “certain 

principles even in the case where such an adherence results in less overall perfection.”151 

Among those commentators who attempt to reconstruct Malebranche’s theodicy for 

natural evils systematically, Samuel Newlands may be the most prominent one because 

of his innovative introduction of the moral doctrine of double effect. 

 More specifically, Samuel Newlands’s reconstruction is moralistic. Its basic line 

of thought runs as follows: God’s production of natural evils for Malebranche requires a 

justification of God’s blamelessness, and Malebranche proposes his theodicy for natural 

evils precisely to explain how God can be blameless in spite of His production of natural 

evils. On Samuel Newlands’s interpretation, Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils 

seeks to “demonstrate God’s blamelessness for their production”152 by showing (a) 

“why . . . it is permissible for God to bring about physical . . . evils [i.e., natural evils]”153 

or (b) why “God is justified in bringing about . . .  physical evils [i.e., natural evils].”154 

Samuel Newlands’s focus on God’s blamelessness is indicative of the moralistic nature of 

151 “Malebranche and Leibniz on the Best of All Possible Worlds,” 35. For a comparable 

approach that focuses on this aspect of divine morality, see Charles Larmore, Modernité et 

morale, ch. 5. 

 
152 “Malebranche on the Metaphysics and Ethics of Evil,” 16. (Forthcoming). 

 
153 Ibid., 16. 

 
154 Ibid., 19. 
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his reconstruction: Malebranche is interpreted as holding that God’s production of natural 

evils threatens to render God blameworthy. So how does Malebranche justify God’s 

blamelessness in light of Samuel Newlands’s moralistic reconstruction? 

Samuel Newlands maintains that Malebranche appeals to the doctrine of double 

effect to explain how God can be blameless in spite of His production of natural evils. 

According to Samuel Newlands’s formulation of the doctrine of double effect, an agent is 

blameless in spite of performing an action that produces a state of affairs that includes 

both a good effect and a bad effect, provided that the following three conditions are 

satisfied: “(a) the bad effects, even if foreseen, are unintended side-effects of the intended 

good; (b) the same or relevantly similar good effects could not have been brought about 

without bringing about the relevantly similar or worse bad effects; and (c) the benefits of 

the good effects sufficiently outweigh the harms of the bad effects.”155 Samuel Newlands 

identifies this formulation of the doctrine of double effect as the principle that underlies 

Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils.  

On Samuel Newlands’s interpretation, Malebranche argues that God remains 

blameless in spite of His production of natural evils because God is justified in acting by 

general volitions in nature (i.e., acting uniformly in conformity with the general laws of 

nature), and God is justified in doing so because all three conditions of the doctrine of 

155 “Malebranche on the Metaphysics and Ethics of Evil,” 17. The doctrine of double 

effect may also be construed as requiring the following conditions: (a) the action is not morally 

bad in itself; (b) the bad effect is not intended by the agent; (c) the good effect is not produced by 

means of the bad effect; (d) the good effect sufficiently compensates for the bad effect. While the 

origin of the doctrine of double effect can be traced to Aquinas’s moral theory (ST IIa-IIae, q. 64, 

a. 7), it is from several contemporary moral theorists such as Elizabeth Anscombe and Joseph 

Mangan that the doctrine of double effect receives a systematic articulation and defense. For a 

contemporary overview of the doctrine of double effect, see The Doctrine of Double Effect: 

Philosophers Debate a Controversial Moral Principle. 
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double effect are satisfied: (a) the existence of natural evils is an unintended side-effect of 

the uniformity of God’s action; (b) God could not have acted uniformly without bringing 

natural evils into existence; (c) the benefit of the uniformity of God’s action sufficiently 

outweighs the harm of the existence of natural evils.156 So Malebranche’s “God is 

justified in bringing about . . . physical evils [i.e., natural evils] in virtue of satisfying 

something like DDE [i.e., the doctrine of double effect].”157 

3.1.1 Objection: God’s Wisdom vs. God’s Blamelessness 

Admittedly, God’s production of natural evils may have threatened God’s 

blamelessness. For one thing, God appears to be committing moral wrongdoings when 

He causes calamities such as natural evils to befall His creatures, and, thus, God appears 

to be blameworthy. This sentiment is prevalent in the Book of Job, where Job conceives 

of God as a sadistic being who deserves our blame for His malicious treatment of His 

creatures: “it’s all the same, and so I thought: the blameless and the wicked He destroys. 

If a scourge causes death in an instant, He mocks the innocent’s plight” (9.22-23). 

Traditional theodicians endeavor to repudiate this profane conception of God as a 

156 Among these three conditions for the application of the doctrine of double effect, (a) 

seems the most suspicious one: why is the existence of natural evils an unintended side-effect? 

Samuel Newlands points to four passages where Malebranche explains that (a) “He has not 

established the laws of the communication of movements with the dessein of producing 

monsters” (OCM V 32); (b) “God does not will positively or directly that there be monsters, but 

He wills positively, certain laws of the communications of movements, of which monsters are 

necessary consequences” (OCM III 89); (c) God acts by general volitions in nature in order to 

manifest the uniformity of His action, “not . . . because of the monstrous effects” (OCM XII 216); 

(d) “He does evil, not because He wills to do it positively and directly, but because He wills that 

His way to act be simple, regular, uniform and constant, because He wills that His conduct be 

worthy of Him and bear visibly the character of His attributes” (OCM X 77).  

 
157 “Malebranche on the Metaphysics and Ethics of Evil,” 19. 
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blameworthy agent.158 For example, Aquinas maintains that God is blameless because it 

is permissible for God to produce natural evils for the sake of bringing about a greater 

good from the all-things-considered perspective: “He permits certain defects [e.g., natural 

evils] to exist in some particular things so that the perfect good of the universe not be 

impeded. For if all evils were impeded, many goods would be absent from the universe” 

(ST Ia, q. 22, a. 2).159 Insofar as these traditional theodicians (e.g., Aquinas) focus on the 

defense of God’s blamelessness against His production of natural evils, it does not seem 

to be a problematic move to conceive of Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils as an 

explanation of how God can be blameless in spite of His production of natural evils. 

When Malebranche proposes his theodicy for natural evils, nonetheless, he 

focuses on the defense of God’s wisdom, and he seeks to explain how God can be wise in 

spite of His production of natural evils. As Malebranche affirms, “I shall justify the 

wisdom . . . of God in spite of the irregularities of Nature, monsters” (OCM V 28-29). 

Accordingly, Malebranche seems to understand God’s production of natural evils as an 

158 This profane conception of God can be found in The Age of Reason, where Paine 

argues that God’s production of natural evils is one of His horrendous crimes against His 

creatures, and Paine refers to God as a demon: “whenever we read . . . the cruel and tortuous 

executions [e.g., God’s killing of the Egyptians with hail in Exodus 9.22-9:25], . . . with which 

more than half the Bible is filled, it would be more consistent that we called it the word of a 

demon than the word of God” (474). But Paine does not see this profane conception of God as 

motivating a theodicy: instead, he uses this profane conception of God to attack Christianity. In 

Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, Hume similarly insists on God’s blameworthiness: “were 

animals endowed with a large stock of powers and faculties . . . ; or were the several springs and 

principles of the universe so accurately framed as to preserve always the just temperament and 

medium; there must have been very little ill in comparison of what we feel at present. . . . the 

goodness of the deity . . . must be inferred from the phenomena, [but] there can be no grounds for 

such an inference, while there are so many ills in the universe, and while these ills might so easily 

have been remedied” (85). 

 
159 Aquinas takes God’s production of natural evils to prima facie imply that God is a 

blameworthy agent because His universal providence seems impermissible in light of the 

presence of natural evils (ST Ia, q. 22, a. 2). 
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imminent threat to God’s wisdom instead of God’s blamelessness. So in the case of 

monsters, Malebranche repeatedly explains that “He produces them . . . for effects more 

worthy of His wisdom” (OCM XII 215-216; emphasis added), and what Malebranche 

seeks to establish here is that God’s production of monsters does not pose any real threat 

to God’s wisdom, because God cannot be wise unless He produces natural evils to act by 

general volitions in nature.160 In his theodicy for natural evils, Malebranche does not 

appear to treat God’s blamelessness as what God’s production of natural evils puts at 

stake.161 Given Malebranche’s focus on the proper explanation of how God’s production 

of natural evils is compatible with “the wisdom of His Providence” (OCM V 153) rather 

than His blamelessness, Samuel Newlands’s moralistic reconstruction of Malebranche’s 

theodicy for natural evils might not be tenable.162 

160 More specifically, Malebranche writes that “He does evil, not because He wills to do it 

positively and directly, but because He wills that His way to act be simple, regular, uniform and 

constant” (OCM X 77). As we will see later, all these characteristics (i.e., simplicity, regularity, 

uniformity, constancy) ultimately express God’s wisdom. 

 
161 But this might not imply that Malebranche owes us a theodicy for natural evils that 

defends God’s blamelessness. If Malebranche is construed as a rationalist who grounds 

blameworthiness in the violation of the dictates of God’s Reason or wisdom, then it seems 

impossible for Malebranche’s God to be blameworthy for producing natural evils, for as we will 

see, Malebranche’s God is determined by His Reason or wisdom to produce natural evils. 

Alternatively, if Malebranche is construed as a theological voluntarist who grounds 

blameworthiness in the violation of the decrees of God’s volition, then it is even more difficult to 

see how Malebranche’s God is blameworthy, for whatever He does, He does it by His volitions, 

so His actions necessarily conform with the decrees of His volition. Malebranche’s God is 

therefore demonstrably blameless in spite of His production of natural evils. 

 
162 One may hold that the defense of God’s blamelessness includes the defense of God’s 

wisdom, because if God were not wise or if God violated the dictates of His Reason or wisdom, 

then God would become blameworthy (for having committed certain moral wrongdoings). If this 

were the case, nonetheless, then my objection to Samuel Newlands’s reconstruction would be 

pointless. But it must be noted that for Malebranche, God’s wisdom is wholly grounded in the 

fact that God acts in the simplest ways for the most fecund effects. As Malebranche writes, “His 

wisdom renders Him so to speak impotent. . . . it obliges Him to act by the simplest ways” (OCM 

V 47) to maximize the excellence of His creatures. So even if God is blameless on the grounds 

that the three conditions of the principle of double effect are all satisfied, it is still possible for 

God not to be wise in the aforespecified way. So we must distinguish the defense of God’s 
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3.1.2 Objection: Extrinsic Compatibility vs. Intrinsic Compatibility 

Moreover, Samuel Newlands seems to mischaracterize how Malebranche defends 

God’s absolute perfection in his theodicy for natural evils. Principally, theodicians defend 

God’s absolute perfection by establishing the compatibility of x as a certain attribute of 

God (e.g., God’s wisdom) and y as a certain state of affairs potentially in conflict with x 

(e.g., God’s production of natural evils). But there are two types of compatibility: 

extrinsic compatibility and intrinsic compatibility. In terms of extrinsic compatibility, 

God’s attribute x does not entail the state of affairs y, but x does not entail not-y either, 

and theodicians typically establish extrinsic compatibility by deriving x from some 

principle that accommodates y. For example, the writer of the Book of Job establishes the 

extrinsic compatibility of (a) God’s justice and (b) Job’s suffering by deriving God’s 

justice from the principle of theological voluntarism that God sets the standards of 

justice, which accommodates God’s infliction of suffering on Job.163 But in terms of 

intrinsic compatibility, God’s attribute x entails the state of affairs y, and x does not entail 

not-y. Thus, sit is conceptually impossible that they conflict with each other. Theodicians 

typically establish intrinsic compatibility by demonstrating this entailing relation between 

God’s attribute x and the state of affairs y. For example, Aquinas establishes the intrinsic 

compatibility of (a) God’s omnipotence and (b) God’s inability to sin by explaining that 

wisdom from the defense of God’s blamelessness. As I understand it, the problem mainly lies in 

the fact that Samuel Newlands’s moralistic reconstruction appeals to the principle of double 

effect to defend God’s blamelessness, but this principle – considered in itself alone – does not 

seem to be grounded in God’s Reason or wisdom. 

 
163 According to Alasdair MacIntyre’s standard interpretation of the Book of Job, “it is 

from the Book of Job that we have to learn . . . that . . . the standards of justice . . . have 

themselves the force and authority of law, and that the law-giver who makes them law by 

promulgating them is God” (“Which God Ought We to Obey and Why,” 368). 
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the former entails the latter: God’s omnipotence means God can do everything that does 

not deny Himself , so God’s omnipotence entails God’s inability to sin – “God cannot 

sin, for He is omnipotent ” (ST Ia, q. 25, a. 3). 

In his moralistic reconstruction, Samuel Newlands seems to treat extrinsic 

compatibility as what is at stake in Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils. So 

Malebranche on Samuel Newlands’s interpretation seems to undertake to establish that 

God’s blamelessness is extrinsically compatible with God’s production of natural evils. 

More specifically, Malebranche seems to derive God’s blamelessness from the doctrine 

of double effect, and according to this doctrine, God remains blameless in spite of His 

production of natural evils. For Samuel Newlands, God’s blamelessness is not 

intrinsically compatible with God’s production of natural evils, because the former does 

not entail the latter: God is not determined by His blamelessness to produce natural evils; 

rather, God’s production of natural evils is independent of God’s blamelessness, for even 

if God produced no natural evils, God would not become blameworthy. Nonetheless, 

Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils seems to merely concern intrinsic compatibility, 

and given Malebranche’s focus on God’s wisdom rather than God’s blamelessness, what 

is at stake in Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils is arguably the intrinsic 

compatibility of God’s wisdom and God’s production of natural evils. 

In developing his theodicy for natural evils, Malebranche undertakes to show that 

God’s absolute perfection, God’s wisdom in particular, entails God’s production of 

natural evils (when God wills to create the world).164 That is to say, Malebranche 

164 Strictly speaking, God’s wisdom for Malebranche does not entail God’s production of 

natural evils, since God as a wise being could still choose not to create the world. This 

distinguishes Malebranche from Spinoza. Malebranche holds that God could choose not to create 

the world: “the World cannot be a necessary emanation from the Divinity” (OCM V 18), and “the 
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maintains that God (in willing to create the world) is determined by His wisdom to 

produce natural evils, and God’s production of natural evils is accordingly derived from 

God’s wisdom as its necessary effect. Given this entailing relation, what Malebranche 

strives to establish in his theodicy for natural evils is precisely the intrinsic compatibility 

of God’s wisdom and God’s production of natural evils: God is wise in spite of producing 

natural evils, for God’s wisdom and God’s production of natural evils are intrinsically 

compatible insofar as the former entails the latter. It is clear that Malebranche commits to 

the following principle: it is necessary that “His conduct be worthy of Him and bear 

visibly the character of His attributes” (OCM X 77). Malebranche’s idea is that God (as 

an absolutely perfect being) is determined to perform certain actions (e.g., the production 

of natural evils), because the opposite actions are metaphysically unavailable to Him. 

Malebranche therefore undertakes to show that “He does evil [and thereby produces 

natural evils], not because He wills to do it positively and directly, but because He [as an 

infinitely wise being necessarily] wills that His way to act be simple, regular, uniform 

and constant” (OCM X 77), and to act in this infinitely wise way, God is determined to 

produce natural evils. In this case, God’s production of natural evils ultimately reflects 

God’s wisdom and manifests God’s absolute perfection, and that is why Malebranche 

suggests that “we should thank God, and worship the wisdom of His providence, at the 

time even when we do not feel the effects of the laws that He has established [i.e., natural 

evils as the consequences of the general laws of nature] in our favor” (OCM V 153). 

creatures are not necessary emanations from the Divinity, and . . . they are essentially dependent 

on a free will of the Creator” (OCM V 110). In the strictest sense, therefore, God’s wisdom does 

not entail God’s production of natural evils. But I will presuppose that God wills to create the 

world in this case – as God could not produce natural evils without willing to create the world – 

and given this presupposition, God’s wisdom entails God’s production of natural evils. 
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Insofar as Malebranche strives to establish the intrinsic compatibility of God’s absolute 

perfection – God’s wisdom in particular – and God’s production of natural evils, Samuel 

Newlands’s moralistic reconstruction might not be tenable. 

3.1.3 Constraints 

Above are my two objections to Samuel Newlands’s reconstruction, and I think 

they shed light on two constraints that any reconstruction of Malebranche’s theodicy for 

natural evils should satisfy: (a) “the divine wisdom constraint” – it should focus on God’s 

wisdom, as opposed to other attributes of God (e.g., blamelessness); (b) “the intrinsic 

compatibility constraint” – it should establish the intrinsic compatibility of God’s 

attributes (e.g., wisdom) and God’s production of natural evils, such that the latter can be 

derived from the former. When we take these two constraints into account, it is clear that 

Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils consists in the derivation of God’s production of 

natural evils from God’s wisdom, which explains how God can be wise in spite of His 

production of natural evils. Indeed, these two constraints are totally consistent with 

Malebranche’s understanding of how God creates and conserves the world solely in 

accordance with two attributes: “this idea of the infinitely perfect Being, contains two 

attributes absolutely necessary to create [and to conserve]165 the World: a wisdom 

[sagesse] that does not have any limits, and a power [puissance] to which nothing is 

capable of resisting” (OCM V 27). Malebranche holds God’s power and God’s wisdom 

to be the attributes that undergird His government of nature: (a) God’s power specifies 

the ability by which God governs nature, as “His power is not different from His 

volition” (OCM V 27); (b) God’s wisdom specifies the way in which God governs nature 

165 Malebranche sees the conservation of the world as nothing but continuous creation 

(OCM XII 157). 



102

 

through His power, as “He acts necessarily in the wisest way that can be conceived” 

(OCM V 111-112). God produces natural evils ultimately because of His wisdom. 

Therefore, to satisfy the divine wisdom constraint and the intrinsic compatibility 

constraint, an adequate reconstruction of Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils should 

consist in the derivation of God’s production of natural evils from God’s wisdom.166 

3.2 Reconstruction 

As I showed above, Malebranche takes God’s production of natural evils to 

threaten one attribute of God’s absolute perfection, namely, God’s wisdom. In response, 

Malebranche seeks to explain how God can retain His wisdom in spite of His production 

of natural evils by deriving the latter from the former. In fact, this derivation constitutes 

the crux of Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils. However, it is unclear how 

Malebranche articulates this derivation. For one thing, even in his most important work 

on theodicy, Traité de la nature et de la grace, Malebranche does not provide a 

consistent and systematic articulation of this derivation. In this section, I will show how 

Malebranche articulates this necessary derivation of God’s production of natural evils 

166 As I understand it, this derivation reflects one of Malebranche’s major theological 

innovations. Most theodicians hold that the existence of natural evils in nature is incompatible 

with the existence of God, who is absolutely perfect. As a result, they maintain that there cannot 

be any genuine natural evils in nature. For example, Arnauld points out that “a monstrous animal 

is . . . a dissonance in the harmony of the Universe; but it never ceases to contribute to this 

harmony, . . . because it makes the beauty of it” (OA XXXIX 205), and Leibniz also uses this 

“harmony” analogy and argues that “the apparent deformities of our petty worlds come together 

in the form of beauties of the great [world]” (G VI 198). In this way, theodicians disentangle God 

from natural evils, such that we cannot derive the existence of natural evils from God’s absolute 

perfection. However, Malebranche rejects this disentangling of God from natural evils, and he 

precisely closes the distance between God and natural evils. Indeed, Malebranche regards the 

existence of natural evils as a necessary effect that is derived from God’s wisdom. To sum up, 

Malebranche seeks to show that we should not take pains, monsters, and disasters to deny God’s 

absolute perfection, but rather, we should regard all these natural evils as manifestations of God’s 

wisdom: God produces them because God is wise. 
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from God’s wisdom, and I will start off by discussing what Malebranche’s God is 

determined to do according to the dictate of His wisdom. 

For Malebranche, God’s wisdom determines God to maximize the combination of 

two conflicting values: (a) the simplicity of God’s ways to act and (b) the excellence of 

God’s creatures. What Malebranche’s God is determined to maximize is neither 

simplicity nor excellence, but the combination of simplicity and excellence. Simply put, 

Malebranche conceives of God’s wisdom as expressed not only by the way He acts, but 

also by the thing He does in the way He acts. Thus, one can compare Malebranche’s God 

to a virtuoso sculptor who carves an exceptionally beautiful sculpture in remarkably few 

steps: he does not seek to carve the absolutely most beautiful sculpture, because the 

carving process will be excessively complicated, but he does not seek to carve a sculpture 

that requires minimal steps either, because the sculptured carved will be intolerably ugly; 

rather, as a master sculptor, he seeks to find the perfect balance between the excellence of 

his sculptures and the simplicity of the ways he carves his sculptures. In regarding God as 

a being that acts to honor Himself through His wisdom, Malebranche therefore contends 

that “God wills to honor Himself not only by the excellence of His work, but also by the 

wisdom of His ways [i.e., the simplicity of His ways to act]” (OCM III 341). In his letter 

to Leibniz, Malebranche indicates almost verbatim that “God not only honors Himself by 

the excellence of His work, but also . . . by the wisdom of the ways” (G I 359). Indeed, it 

is Malebranche’s holistic conception of God’s wisdom as manifested by both simplicity 

and excellence that leads many commentators to deny any substantive difference between 

Malebranche and Leibniz regarding their theodician projects. As Aloyse-Raymond 

Ndiaye argues, “even if they do not agree on all points, one is led to believe that Leibniz 
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and Malebranche say roughly the same thing.”167 As I will demonstrate below, 

Malebranche’s correspondence with Leibniz also supports this holistic conception of 

God’s wisdom. 

For Leibniz, God is determined by His wisdom “to choose [among all the possible 

worlds] the one that is the best” (G VI 131), and this best possible world as the work of 

God is understood by Leibniz as the best possible combination of the simplicity of God’s 

ways to act and the excellence of God’s creatures, and consequently, Leibniz makes clear 

that “in effect, when I consider the work of God, I consider His ways as part of the 

excellence of the work, and the simplicity joined to the fecundity of the ways makes one 

part of the excellence of the work: for in total the means are one part of the end” (G I 

360). Insofar as Leibniz also regards Malebranche’s God as determined by His wisdom to 

maximize the combination of simplicity and excellence, Leibniz affirms that 

Malebranche’s theodicy “reduces itself to mine” (G VI 241).168 In his letter to Leibniz, 

Malebranche expresses a total agreement with Leibniz’s characterization of his theodicy:  

I am persuaded, as you, . . . that God produces for His creatures all the 

good that He can produce for them . . . . Of all the possible combinations 

of the excellence of the works and of the wisdom of the ways, the one that 

carries the most the character of the divine attributes, it is that one that He 

has chosen. (G I 358-359) 

167 La philosophie d’Antoine Arnauld, 221. 

 
168 As Steven Nadler argues, “Leibniz’s God apparently gets to maximize all his values: 

simplicity of laws and richness of effect” (“Choosing a Theodicy: The Leibniz-Malebranche-

Arnauld Connection,” 583), and Leibniz also conceives of Malebranche’s God in the same way. 

As Leibniz argues, “one can even reduce these two conditions, the simplicity and the fecundity, to 

a single advantage, which is to produce as much perfection as it is possible; and by this way, the 

system of the Reverend Father Malebranche in this reduces itself to mine” (G VI 241). In 

following Charles Larmore, Tad Schmaltz affirms that there is a substantive difference between 

Malebranche’s theodicy and Leibniz’s theodicy. But Tad Schmaltz is also aware of this prima 

facie similarity: “one might object at this point that the difference here between Malebranche and 

Leibniz is not very significant. After all, both agree that the world that God creates must in some 

sense be optimal” (“Malebranche and Leibniz on the Best of All Possible Worlds,” 47). 
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On Malebranche’s account, God as the wise governor of nature has in mind neither 

simplicity nor excellence, but solely the combination of them:  

God wills that His ways be the wisest, as well as His designs [desseins, 

i.e., God’s creatures as the works designed by God]. He does not will that 

His designs honor Him, and that His ways dishonor Him. He compares the 

wisdom of the design with the wisdom of the ways, and chooses both the 

design and the ways that all together [tout ensemble] carry the most the 

character of His attributes. (OCM V 28; emphasis added) 

 

This passage makes explicit that Malebranche’s God is determined to act in a way worthy 

of His wisdom, and this wise way consists in the best possible combination of simplicity 

and excellence. But what does it mean for God to maximize the combination of 

simplicity and excellence? 

In his synopsis (abrégé) of Traité de la nature et de la grace, Malebranche 

argues:  

God has not made . . . the world the most perfect it can be, but solely the 

most perfect it can be in view of the simplicity and of the fecundity of the 

ways that He has employed to produce it. Let me explain. A work 

[ouvrage; i.e., a creature] perfect as eight, or that carries the character of 

the divine attributes as eight, produced by ways that express them only as 

two, expresses in total these attributes only as ten. But a work perfect only 

as six, or that expresses the divine attributes only as six, produced by ways 

that express them still as six, expresses the divine attributes as twelve. 

Thus if God made a choice of one of these two works, He would choose 

the less perfect: since the less perfect joined to the ways would carry more 

the character of His attributes [i.e., God’s wisdom]. (OCM IX 1085) 

 

Thus, Malebranche treats simplicity and excellence as quantifiable, and God’s wisdom 

determines God to choose (among all the possible worlds) the one that manifests the most 

quantities of simplicity and excellence. As Denis Moreau explains, “it is not the 

absolutely simplest ways that God chooses, since it is the total perfection of the couple 
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work and ways that should be maximal.”169 Even though my demonstration above makes 

clear that Malebranche’s God is determined by His wisdom to maximize the combination 

of the simplicity of His ways to act as well as the excellence of His creatures, it is unclear 

how Malebranche’s God is determined by this maximization of the combination of 

simplicity and excellence to produce natural evils. Why is He incapable of maximizing 

excellence while maximizing the combination of simplicity and excellence? If He could 

do so, then He would not produce any natural evils. It is natural to think that 

Malebranche’s God can avoid producing natural evils while acting wisely. However, 

Malebranche argues that simplicity and excellence are two values that conflict with each 

other in such an intense way that when God maximizes their combination, God cannot 

bring it about that all of His creatures are as excellent as they should be, and as a result, 

there arise natural evils. Accordingly, Malebranche argues:  

God could without doubt make a World more perfect than this one that we 

live in. He could . . . make it such that the rain, that serves to render the 

land fecund, fall more regularly on the plowed lands, than in the sea, 

where it is not so necessary. But in order to make this more perfect world, 

it would have been necessary that He have changed the simplicity of His 

ways, and that He have multiplied the laws of the communication of 

movements . . . ; and then there would no longer have been between the 

action of God and His Work, this proportion, which is necessary to 

determine an infinitely wise Being to act, or at least there would not have 

169 Deux cartésiens: La polémique entre Antoine Arnauld et Nicolas Malebranche, 98. In 

the same vein, Andrew Black explains that Malebranche’s “God finds in his intellect an infinite 

number of world-designs, ideas of possible states of creation. For each of these, he finds a 

number of different ways (voies) of producing the relevant world. These are best thought of as 

ideas of sets of volitions of varying simplicity . . . . He evaluates the range of combinations of 

ways and designs (desseins) and chooses that combination which best manifests his glory, or 

serves his ultimate purpose” (“Malebranche’s Theodicy,” 32-33). So Andrew Black argues that 

“Malebranche believes there to be two potentially conflicting measures of goodness in action. 

Goodness of effects are [sic] to be measured one way and goodness of means another” 

(“Malebranche’s Theodicy,” 30). 
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been the same proportion between the action of God and this World so 

perfect. (OCM V 29)170  

 

Malebranche here contends that God is determined by His infinite wisdom to conserve 

this world because this world – while it contains natural evils that render creatures less 

excellent – represents the maximization of the combination of simplicity and excellence, 

and any other worlds that contain fewer natural evils require God to act in ways that are 

disproportionately more complex, and God could not have maximized the combination of 

simplicity and excellence if He conserved any worlds other than this world. From 

Malebranche’s all-things-considered perspective, God’s wisdom determines God to 

maximize the combination of simplicity and excellence, and this maximization further 

determines God to produce natural evils in His conservation of this world. This is how 

Malebranche articulates the necessary derivation of God’s production of natural evils 

from God’s wisdom. 

To better understand the conflict between simplicity and excellence that renders 

God’s production of natural evils a necessary effect of His wisdom, we should pay more 

attention to Malebranche’s concept of simplicity and see how this simplicity prevents 

God from maximizing excellence and rendering natural evils absent in this world. 

Admittedly, Malebranche does not really explain what counts as “the simplicity of God’s 

ways to act,” but it is clear to us what the component of simplicity in the maximized 

combination of simplicity and excellence consists in: this component of simplicity for 

170 As Andrew Black notes, “there is some part of the chosen design [i.e., some creature 

of God] which, considered in itself, seems imperfect, . . . because that design which is, in its own 

terms, the most perfect is not the one in the most perfect combination of voies and desseins” 

(“Malebranche’s Theodicy,” 33). Tad Schmaltz also emphasizes that “the obligation that God 

has . . . to produce by the simplest means differs from, and can conflict with, the obligation that 

he has . . . to produce the most perfect end” (“Malebranche and Leibniz on the Best of All 

Possible Worlds,” 46). 
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Malebranche consists in that God acts uniformly by willing some particular states of 

created substances that follow from certain rules, laws, or principles. Thus, 

Malebranche’s God is comparable to an agent who establishes a rule for herself that if 

she is exhausted, then she drinks coffee, and every time she is exhausted, she follows the 

rule and drinks coffee necessarily. In Malebranche’s terminology, when God acts 

uniformly, God acts by general volitions, as the contents of God’s volitions are the 

consequences of certain general rules, laws, or principles. Malebranche opposes God’s 

acting by general volitions to God’s acting by particular volitions. If God acts by 

particular volitions, then God acts non-uniformly by willing some ad hoc particular states 

of created substances that do not follow from any rules, laws, or principles, and in this 

case, God is comparable to an agent who acts arbitrarily: when she is exhausted, she may 

drink coffee, tea, or water, and she does not necessarily choose one type of drink. As an 

infinitely wise being that is determined to maximize the combination of simplicity and 

excellence, Malebranche’s “God acts by . . . general volitions, [and He acts] always in the 

same manner in the same circumstances . . . because this way to act carries the character 

of wisdom” (OCM III 346), and “God does not act by particular volitions” (OCM V 32, 

63), as “this way to act was . . . similar to those of a limited intelligence” (OCM VIII 

759), namely, those who are not infinitely wise. Even though it is unclear why God’s 

acting by general volitions is simpler than God’s acting by particular volitions, it is clear 

that in the case of the maximization of the combination of simplicity and excellence, 

Malebranche insists that the component of simplicity consists in that God acts by general 

volitions rather than particular volitions. 
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When He acts by general volitions, Malebranche’s God “establish[es] general 

laws to execute some work, . . . [such that] God executes His plans by general laws” 

(OCM V 165). In His government of nature, Malebranche’s God establishes two general 

laws: (a) the law of inertia, “the bodies moved tend to continue their movement in 

straight line” (OCM V 30), and (b) the law of collision, “when two bodies collide, their 

movements are communicated [that is, distributed] from one to the other, in proportion to 

their pressure, and according to the line of their pressure” (OCM V 30).171 Malebranche’s 

God is therefore determined by His infinite wisdom to govern nature solely in accordance 

with these two general laws of nature. But these two general laws of nature, because of 

their generality, inevitably render natural evils present in nature. As Malebranche affirms, 

“these laws because of their simplicity [i.e., generality], have necessarily unfortunate 

consequences [suites fâcheuses] as regards us” (OCM V 49), namely, natural evils.172 To 

put it another way, “it is the uniformity of His action [i.e., God’s acting by general 

volitions in nature according to the general laws of nature] that . . . necessarily has 

consequences unfortunate or useless” (OCM X 75), namely, natural evils. Malebranche 

takes this generality of the general laws of nature to account for natural evils. Insofar as 

this generality arises from God’s maximization of the combination of simplicity and 

excellence, there is no way for God to express His infinite wisdom by achieving this 

maximization while eliminating natural evils from nature. This is how God’s production 

of natural evils is derived from God’s infinite wisdom. 

171 As Malebranche argues, “in the order . . . of Nature, He acts as general cause, . . . 

[and] He establishes . . . general laws” (OCM V 45), which are these two laws of motion. 

 
172 Malebranche also argues that “the simplicity [i.e., generality] of laws that God has 

established, and that He follows constantly, has necessarily unfortunate consequences as regards 

humans” (OCM X 74). 
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But it must be noted that Malebranche’s God could act by particular volitions in 

nature and make exceptions to the general laws of nature under certain circumstances to 

remedy natural evils. For example, Malebranche’s God could sometimes suspend the 

general laws of nature to bring it about that rain always falls regularly on cultivated lands 

to render drought impossible (OCM V 36). But as Malebranche stresses, God could do so 

only if His action could “augment the beauty of His work [i.e., excellence] proportionally 

[à proportion]” (OCM XII 215) and result in a combination of simplicity and excellence 

that is, at least, as good as the previous one. However, Malebranche argues that if God 

acted by particular volitions in nature to remedy natural evils and “made this world more 

perfect, . . . there would no longer have been between the action of God and His Work, 

this proportion, which is necessary to determine an infinitely wise Being to act, or . . . 

there would not have been the same proportion between the action of God and this World 

so perfect” (OCM V 29), such that God would fail to maximize the combination of 

simplicity and excellence. Given that Malebranche’s God is determined by His infinite 

wisdom to always maximize the combination of simplicity and excellence, He is 

impotent to remedy any natural evils in this world, for this remediation requires Him to 

act by particular volitions in nature and abandon the previously maximized combination 

of simplicity and excellence. Therefore, Malebranche holds that God’s infinite wisdom 

and the absence of natural evils in nature are absolutely incompatible,173 which implies 

that God’s production of natural evils is nothing but a necessary effect derived from 

173 It is because of this incompatibility that when Malebranche’s God maximizes the 

combination of simplicity and excellence, He cannot make this world – considered in itself alone 

– the best of all possible worlds, and indeed, He can only conserve an imperfect world where 

there are natural evils, for this imperfect world is the world that makes it possible for Him to 

maximize the combination of simplicity and excellence. 
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God’s infinite wisdom. In this way, Malebranche shows how God can be an infinitely 

wise being in spite of His production of natural evils. This is my reconstruction of 

Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils. We will look at three potential objections in the 

next section. 

3.3 Objections and Replies 

3.3.1 Sola Simplicitate 

According to my reconstruction above, Malebranche’s God is determined by His 

infinite wisdom to maximize the combination of simplicity and excellence. However, 

textual evidence seems to suggest that Malebranche’s God is determined by His infinite 

wisdom to maximize simplicity alone, such that He only acts in the absolutely simplest 

ways, regardless of whether He can maximize the combination of simplicity and 

excellence. For example, Malebranche emphasizes that “His wisdom renders Him so to 

speak impotent. Since . . . it [i.e., His wisdom] obliges Him to act by the simplest ways” 

(OCM V 47). This passage concerns what God’s wisdom for Malebranche determines 

God to do. But Malebranche here maintains that God is determined by His wisdom to act 

in the simplest ways or maximize simplicity, and Malebranche does not consider the 

maximization of the combination of simplicity and excellence at all. Moreover, 

Malebranche repeatedly declares that “God acts by the simplest ways” (OCM V 109; see 

also OCM V 115, 152), and this seems to suggest that Malebranche’s God is determined 

by His wisdom to maximize simplicity alone, and the combination of simplicity and 

excellence is totally irrelevant to the determination of how God acts. 

When Malebranche declares that God is determined by His wisdom to maximize 

simplicity alone, however, he presupposes the following condition: the degree of 
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excellence is held constant. Malebranche’s idea is not that God’s wisdom determines God 

to act in the absolutely simplest ways, independently of the maximization of the 

combination of simplicity and excellence. On the contrary, Malebranche’s idea is that 

God’s wisdom determines God to maximize the combination of simplicity and 

excellence, and concerning the particular degree of excellence in the maximized 

combination of simplicity and excellence, God always executes its conservation in the 

simplest ways, and it is just impossible for this conservation to be executed in ways that 

are simpler. That is why Malebranche notes that God resembles “an excellent Worker . . . 

who does not make by ways very complex, that which He can execute by simpler [ones]” 

(OCM V 28). Given a particular degree of excellence, Malebranche’s God as a wise 

being chooses the simplest ways to execute its conservation, but this does not imply that 

the ways He chooses are the absolutely simplest.  

Sometimes Malebranche expresses himself more clearly. As Malebranche writes, 

God “acts always by the simplest ways, in the action of whom there is nothing that is not 

ruled, and who proportions it [i.e., His action] so wisely with His Work, that He makes an 

infinity of marvels [i.e., excellence] by a very small number of volitions [i.e., simplicity]” 

(OCM V 31). In this case, Malebranche explains God’s acting in the simplest ways only 

in terms of God’s proportioning His action to His work, which entails the maximization 

of the combination of simplicity and excellence, as opposed to the maximization of 

simplicity alone. So it is impossible that Malebranche’s God is determined by His 

wisdom to maximize simplicity alone. 
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3.3.2 The Glory of God 

According to my reconstruction, the wisdom of Malebranche’s God determines 

Him to maximize the combination of simplicity and excellence, and, therefore, He is 

determined to produce in His creatures the most excellence possible at the corresponding 

degree of simplicity.174 Given that Malebranche’s God is glorified by His wisdom (OCM 

V 38),175 my reconstruction plausibly implies that Malebranche’s God can also be 

glorified by His creatures, for His creatures express His wisdom by obtaining the highest 

degree of excellence at the corresponding degree of simplicity.176 To better understand 

this major implication of my reconstruction, one can think of a painter who can be 

glorified by his marvelous paintings that express his artistic brilliance. But one may 

object to my reconstruction by noting that Malebranche’s God cannot find His glory 

outside Himself in His creatures, for Malebranche characterizes God as “being able to act 

merely for His glory, and being able to find it in Himself alone” (OCM V 12). This 

objection emphasizes above all else that the locus of God’s glory for Malebranche is only 

God Himself, as opposed to God’s creatures (i.e., God’s works). Considering 

Malebranche’s commitment that God’s creatures cannot be the proper locus of God’s 

174 As Malebranche writes, “if He had been able by ways also simple, to create and 

conserve a World more perfect, He would not have established any laws, of which so great a 

number of monsters are necessary consequences: but that it would have been unworthy of His 

wisdom, to multiply His volitions, in order to prevent certain particular disorders” (OCM V 35).  

Therefore, Malebranche holds that God’s creatures are the most excellent with regard to the 

particular degree of simplicity derived from the maximization of the combination of simplicity 

and excellence. 

 
175 More specifically, Malebranche contends that “God . . . willing to procure an infinite 

glory for Himself, an honor perfectly worthy of Himself, consults His Wisdom regarding the 

accomplishment of His desires” (OCM V 38). This implies that God’s wisdom is essential to 

God’s glory. In other words, God’s wisdom glorifies God. 

 
176 Roughly, this is the theological idea that “the world . . . is established to be the 

spectacle of the glory of God” (Instit. I.v.4). 



114

 

glory, God’s creatures for Malebranche cannot express God’s wisdom. Accordingly, the 

creatures of Malebranche’s God cannot possess the most excellence possible at the 

corresponding degree of simplicity. Contrary to my reconstruction, this implies that 

Malebranche’s God cannot be determined by His wisdom to maximize the combination 

of simplicity and excellence.  

To be fair, there is strong textual evidence for this objection. First, Malebranche 

writes to Leibniz that “the worship of the most excellent of His creatures is nothing in 

relation to Him” (G I 359), but if His glory can be found outside Himself in His creatures, 

then it seems unclear why worshipping His creatures for their excellence has nothing to 

do with Him: for one thing, this worship is still a recognition of God’s glory. Second, 

Malebranche contends that God is always “willing to procure for Himself an infinite 

glory” (OCM V 38) and if His glory can be found outside Himself in His creatures, then 

it seems that God needs His creatures for the total procuration of His glory, but 

Malebranche affirms that “God has no need of His creatures” (OCM V 40). So 

Malebranche arguably holds God’s glory to be found in Himself alone. 

However, I do not think this objection poses any problem for my reconstruction, 

because there is an ambiguity in the way Malebranche considers the excellence of God’s 

creatures. First, Malebranche may consider the excellence of God’s creatures with regard 

to the maximization of the combination of simplicity and excellence. When Malebranche 

considers excellence in this way, what he has in mind is the excellence as the essential 

component of the maximized combination of simplicity and excellence, which is 

necessarily the most excellence that can be conserved in relation to its corresponding 

simplicity: one cannot conserve more excellence than this while one acts in ways equally 
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simple. However, it is precisely in virtue of God’s infinite wisdom that so much 

excellence can be conserved in such simple ways. So this excellence (i.e., the excellence 

as the essential component of the maximized combination of simplicity and excellence) is 

what manifests God’s infinite wisdom and thereby renders glory to God. As Malebranche 

argues: 

The world . . . considered in relation to the simplicity of the ways through 

which God conserves it [considéré par rapport à la simplicité des voies 

par lesquelles Dieu le conserve], . . . is such that there is only an infinite 

wisdom that can contain all the beauties of it. (OCM X 73)  

 

One must note that it is only when excellence is considered in this relational way that 

God’s glory can be found outside Himself in His creatures. 

Second, Malebranche may consider the excellence of God’s creatures in itself 

alone, independently of its status as the essential component of the maximized 

combination of simplicity and excellence. Whereas the first way to consider excellence is 

to zoom out and examine God’s work in relation to God’s action, the second way to 

consider excellence is to zoom in and examine God’s work without any regard to its 

relation to God’s action. However, when Malebranche does not take into account God’s 

action – which maximizes the combination of simplicity and excellence – and considers 

excellence in this second way, the excellence for Malebranche is unworthy of God, and 

this is the reason why Malebranche also claims that God’s glory cannot be found outside 

Himself in His creatures. Now let me explain. Given the existence of imperfetion in 

God’s creatures, there is always a disproportion between God and God’s creatures: (a) 

God is absolutely perfect; (b) God’s creatures are imperfect. Accordingly, as 

Malebranche indicates, “what relation between the creatures . . . and the action by which 

they have been produced? Every creature being limited [bornée], how will it be worth the 
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action of a God, the price of whom is infinite” (OCM V 40). Clearly, Malebranche here 

brings up the asymmetry between God as an absolutely perfect being and God’s creatures 

as imperfect beings, and it is in light of this asymmetry that Malebranche argues that “the 

worship of the most excellent of His creatures is nothing in relation to Him” (G I 359), 

and “God has no need of His creatures” (OCM V 40). In this case, God’s glory cannot be 

found outside Himself in His creatures, since none of His creatures can fully participate 

in His absolute perfection to glorify Him, so His glory is to be found in Himself alone. 

But it must be noted that Malebranche in this case considers excellence independently of 

the maximization of the combination of simplicity and excellence. What Malebranche has 

in mind is not the excellence that is the essential component of the maximized 

combination of simplicity and excellence, for if that were the case, then he would 

emphasize how much excellence God’s creatures have obtained owing to the 

maximization, but not how much excellence God’s creatures lack compared with God’s 

absolute perfection. Indeed, what Malebranche has in mind in this case is the excellence 

considered in itself alone, and whether it is the most excellence that God can conserve in 

His creatures is not taken into account. When Malebranche considers excellence in this 

non-relational way, excellence cannot glorify God, and God’s glory can only be found in 

Himself alone. As Malebranche argues, “the world . . . considered in itself [considéré en 

lui même], is not a Work where the wisdom of God appears as it is” (OCM X 73). In 

other words, God’s creatures (i.e., God’s work) – when their excellence is considered in 

the non-relational way as specified above – cannot express God’s wisdom and be the 

locus of God’s glory. But this does not imply that God’s creatures cannot be the locus of 

God’s glory when their excellence is considered in relation to the maximization of the 
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combination of simplicity and excellence. Indeed, Malebranche still insists that “the 

world . . . considered in relation to the simplicity of the ways . . . is such that there is only 

an infinite wisdom that can contain all the beauties of it” (OCM X 73). That is to say, 

God’s creatures obtain so much excellence at the corresponding degree of simplicity that 

this is only possible in virtue of God’s wisdom, and accordingly, God’s creatures can still 

express God’s wisdom and become the locus of God’s glory. In light of this ambiguity in 

how Malebranche considers the excellence of God’s creatures, the second objection does 

not refute my reconstruction.177 

3.3.3 A World Infinitely More Perfect 

 According to my reconstruction above, Malebranche’s God is determined by His 

infinite wisdom to conserve this present world by maximizing the combination of 

simplicity and excellence, and when He achieves this maximization, He acts by general 

volitions in nature and executes the general laws of nature; given this generality in the 

ways He conserves the present world, however, the present world is filled with natural 

177 Malebranche often considers the excellence of God’s creatures non-relationally. For 

example, Malebranche writes that “God . . . has not been able to have any other dessein in the 

creation of the World than the establishment of His Church. . . . Jesus Christ, who is the head of 

it, is the beginning of the ways of the Lord” (OCM V 12-13). Thus, God cannot create this world 

without instituting the Incarnation of Christ, and that is because God cannot create what is 

unworthy of Himself, but this world without Christ is unworthy of Himself, for “there is only he 

who can render the Work of God [i.e., this world] perfectly worthy of its Author” (OCM V 13). 

As Malebranche suggests, “separate Jesus Christ from the rest of creatures, and see if He who can 

act only for His glory . . . will be able to accept the dessein to produce anything outside [i.e., this 

world]” (OCM V 15). In creating this world, God is thus determined “to extract the universe from 

its profane state, and to render it, by something divine, worthy of divine complaisance, . . . by the 

union of a divine person [i.e., Christ]. . . . This is an assured mark that the principal of the 

desseins of God . . . is the Incarnation of His Son” (OCM XII 204; see Denis Moreau, Deux 

cartésiens: La polémique entre Antoine Arnauld et Nicolas Malebranche, 108). But why is this 

world without Christ unworthy of God? Malebranche still appeals to the asymmetry between God 

and God’s creatures and considers excellence non-relationally: “the action by which the World is 

drawn from nothingness, is the action of a God, His price is infinite; and the [imperfect] 

World . . . is not infinitely amiable, and cannot render to God an honor worthy of Himself” (OCM 

V 15). 
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evils such as monsters. As Malebranche stresses, “it is the uniformity [i.e., generality] of 

His action that . . . necessarily has consequences unfortunate or useless” (OCM X 75), 

which are natural evils. In spite of the extreme imperfection of the present world, 

Malebranche’s God does not act by particular volitions in nature to remedy natural evils, 

because (a) He can only act in ways that are worthy of His wisdom, but (b) “it would 

have been unworthy of His wisdom, to multiply His volitions [or to act by particular 

volitions in nature], in order to prevent certain particular disorders [i.e., natural evils]” 

(OCM V 35). As Malebranche explains: 

God could remedy these unfortunate consequences [i.e., natural evils] by 

an infinite number of particular volitions: but His wisdom . . . does not 

permit it. The effect that would come into being by each of these volitions, 

would not be worth the action that would produce it. (OCM V 50) 

 

Malebranche’s God therefore “permits disorder” (OCM XII 212) and neglects the present 

world.178 Indeed, we can regard this explanation of God’s neglect of the present world as 

an explanation that appeals to efficient causation, for God’s wisdom as an efficient cause 

determines God to act by general volitions in nature, regardless of the natural evils that 

arise from this generality embedded in God’s simple ways to act. 

However, Malebranche occasionally offers an explanation of why God neglects 

the present world that appeals to final causation:  

It is true that the visible world [namely, the present world] would be more 

perfect, . . . if rains were more regular and lands more fecund, in short if 

there were not so many monsters and disorders. But God [permits all these 

natural evils in the present world and neglects the present world because 

He] willed to teach us that it is the future world that will be properly His 

178 In this case, God is comparable to a strongly theory-driven painter who (a) produces 

her paintings according to certain general rules of painting (e.g., the rule of thirds) and (b) does 

not refine her paintings by making exceptions to these general rules of painting (e.g., when she 

paints a small boat that sails on an empty sea, she does not make the painting more beautiful [or 

more balanced] by violating the rule of thirds and placing the boat right in the middle of the 

painting, which could eliminate most of the unwanted space in the painting). 
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work or the object of the complaisance and the subject of His glory. The 

present world is a neglected work [ouvrage négligé]. (OCM X 73) 

 

Malebranche here notes that God neglects the present world because He wills to establish 

the future world as His proper work (i.e., a work genuinely worthy of His complaisance 

and glory). We can take this establishment to be the final cause that determines God to 

neglect the present world, and the corresponding explanation can be formulated as 

follows: God neglects the present world to emphasize the stark contrast between the 

present world as a world extremely imperfect and “the future World . . . [as a world] 

infinitely more perfect than the present World” (OCM V 164), and He emphasizes this 

contrast to establish that the present world is only “the debris of a world [infinitely] more 

perfect” (OCM X 73), and it is that infinitely more perfect world – namely, the future 

world – that is His proper work. Granted, as one will notice, the existence of the future 

world as a world infinitely more perfect than the present world is inconsistent with 

Malebranche’s system. But I will only briefly discuss these inconsistencies in footnotes, 

and I will focus on one possible objection that Malebranche’s conception of this future 

world poses to my reconstruction. 

According to my reconstruction above, when Malebranche’s God conserves the 

present world, He achieves the maximization of the combination of simplicity and 

excellence, such that God has conserved the most excellence in His creatures in the 

present world at the corresponding degree of simplicity. Suppose the maximized 

combination of simplicity and excellence is precisely the combination of 8 degrees of 

simplicity and 9 degrees of excellence. When Malebranche’s God conserves the present 

world, He therefore conserves 9 degrees of excellence with 8 degrees of simplicity: His 

ways to act express 8 degrees of simplicity and His creatures express 9 degrees of 
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excellence. Given that 8 degrees of simplicity and 9 degrees of excellence are constitutive 

of the maximized combination of simplicity and excellence, God cannot conserve more 

than 9 degrees of excellence with 8 degrees of simplicity. It is in this sense that 

Malebranche’s God has conserved the most excellence in His creatures in the present 

world at the corresponding degree of simplicity. Just as Malebranche makes clear, “if He 

had been able by ways also [i.e. equally] simple, to create and conserve a World more 

perfect, [He would make it and] He would not have established any laws, of which so 

great a number of monsters are necessary consequences” (OCM V 35), so the present 

world is “the most perfect, in relation to the simplicity of the ways necessary for its 

production, or for its conservation” (OCM V 28). Accordingly, God necessarily acts in 

ways that are less simple but also more fruitful when He conserves the future world, for it 

is a world “infinitely more perfect than the present World” (OCM V 164).179 To use the 

example above, we can suppose that (a) the present world achieves 8 degrees of 

179 Here we have two inconsistencies. First, Malebranche argues that among all the 

possible worlds, there is only one world in the conservation of which God maximizes the 

combination of simplicity and excellence. Malebranche thus declares that “of all the possible 

combinations of the excellence of the works and of the wisdom of the ways, the one that carries 

the most the character of the divine attributes, it is that one that He has chosen” (G I 358-359), 

which is the present world. But what about the future world? It seems implausible that when God 

conserves the future world, God does not maximize the combination of simplicity and excellence. 

As Malebranche writes, “God . . . use[s] ways very simple and very fecund in the formation of the 

future World, as for the conservation of the present” (OCM V 46). So it follows that there are at 

least two worlds in the conservation of which God maximizes the combination of simplicity and 

excellence. Second, Malebranche also argues that God cannot conserve any world more perfect 

than the present world while still retaining the perfect proportion between His action and His 

work (i.e., maximizing the combination of simplicity and excellence). As Malebranche writes, 

“God could without doubt make a World more perfect than this one that we live in. . . . But in 

order to make this more perfect world, it would have been necessary that He have changed the 

simplicity of His ways, . . . [so] there would not have been the same proportion between the 

action of God and this World so perfect” (OCM V 29). But this is clearly false, given that (a) the 

future world is a world infinitely more perfect than the present world, and (b) God still maximizes 

the combination of simplicity and excellence when He conserves the future world. But I will not 

consider these inconsistencies in this chapter. 
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simplicity and 9 degrees of excellence, and (b) the future world achieves 7 degrees of 

simplicity and 10 degrees of excellence. But what are these less simple but more fruitful 

ways in which God acts? That is to ask, how does God act to bring it about that in His 

conservation of the future world, (a) His ways to act are less simple, but (b) His creatures 

are more excellent? It is reasonable to think that when God conserves the future world, 

God can only act – if not always, at least occasionally – by particular volitions, just as 

when God conserves the present world, “God could remedy these unfortunate 

consequences [i.e., natural evils] by an infinite number of particular volitions” (OCM V 

50). Admittedly, if God acts by particular volitions, then He makes some exceptions to 

His general volitions, so He acts in more complex ways while inducing more excellence 

to compensate for the complexity. But “God does not act by particular volitions” (OCM 

V 32, 63). Thus, God does not act in less simple but more fruitful ways when He 

conserves the future world, and this implies that God does not maximize the combination 

of simplicity and excellence when He conserves the present world, contrary to my 

reconstruction. Indeed, the argument for this objection can be formulated as follows: 

P1: If God is determined by His infinite wisdom to maximize the combination of 

simplicity and excellence when He conserves the present world, then God 

conserves the most excellence at the corresponding degree of simplicity (i.e., 

God maximizes excellence at the corresponding degree of simplicity) when 

He conserves the present world. 

P2: If God maximizes excellence at the corresponding degree of simplicity when 

He conserves the present world, then God acts in ways that are less simple but 
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more fruitful when He conserves the future world, which is infinitely more 

perfect (i.e., excellent) than the present world. 

P3: If God acts in ways that are less simple but more fruitful when He conserves 

the future world, then God acts by particular volitions. 

P4: But God does not act by particular volitions. 

C: So God is not determined by His infinite wisdom to maximize the combination 

of simplicity and excellence when He conserves the present world. 

In this argument against my reconstruction, the existence of the future world as a 

world infinitely more perfect than the present world plays a significant role, because if 

the future world were not infinitely more perfect than the present world (in which God 

conserves the most excellence in relation to its specific degree of simplicity), then in His 

conservation of the future world, God would not have to act by particular volitions to act 

in ways that are less simple but more fruitful, so my reconstruction would still be 

coherent. But this argument is not sound, because P3 is a false premise: even if God acts 

in ways that are less simple but more fruitful when He conserves the future world, He 

does not necessarily act by particular volitions. Indeed, as I will argue later, Malebranche 

holds that when God conserves the future world in ways that are less simple but more 

fruitful, God still acts by general volitions rather than particular volitions. Hence, P3 is a 

false premise, and the counterargument presented above does not refute my 

reconstruction. 

According to Malebranche: 

God, the wisdom of whom has no limits, . . . use[s] ways very simple and 

very fecund in the formation of the future World, as for the conservation 

of the present World. He . . . [does] not multiply His volitions, which are 
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the executive laws of His desseins . . . . He . . . act[s] by general volitions, 

and thus establish[es] a constant and lawful [reglé] order. (OCM V 46) 

 

So when God conserves the future world, He still acts by general volitions rather than 

particular volitions. But in this case one may still wonder whether God conserves the 

future world in ways that are less simple but more fruitful. For one thing, God acts by 

general volitions in the future world as well as the present world, so how can the future 

world be infinitely more perfect than the present world? Indeed, while God still acts by 

general volitions in the future world, God executes the general laws of grace instead of 

the general laws of nature, and it is one of the general laws of grace that renders the 

future world infinitely more perfect than the present world.180   

Now let us look at an important passage in which Malebranche explains how God 

acts by general volitions in the future world: 

Now since the future world must be infinitely more perfect than the 

present world, it was suitable that God established an intelligent 

occasional cause, and enlightened by the Eternal Wisdom, in order that it 

[i.e., the cause] could remedy the defects that are necessarily found in the 

works formed by the general laws [namely, the general laws of grace]. The 

collision of bodies, which determines the efficacy of the general laws of 

Nature, is an occasional cause without intelligence and without freedom. 

Thus it cannot happen that there be no defects in the [present] World, and 

that monsters not be produced there; defects that it would be unworthy of 

the wisdom of God to remedy by particular volitions. But Jesus Christ 

being an intelligent occasional cause, enlightened by the Eternal Wisdom, 

180 Here we have another inconsistency. Malebranche argues that if God acts by general 

volitions to conserve a world, then there must be defects in this world. As Malebranche suggests, 

“it is the uniformity [i.e., generality] of His action that . . . necessarily has consequences 

unfortunate or useless” (OCM X 75), namely, defects. Similarly, Malebranche indicates that 

“these laws because of their simplicity [i.e., generality], have necessarily unfortunate 

consequences as regards us” (OCM V 49), and “the simplicity [i.e., generality] of laws that God 

has established, and that He follows constantly, has necessarily unfortunate consequences as 

regards humans” (OCM X 74). Nonetheless, when God acts by general volitions to conserve the 

future world, the future world contains no defects, such that the future world is infinitely more 

perfect than the present world. So the generality of God’s action does not necessitate defects. We 

will see how this is possible soon. But as noted above, I will not consider this inconsistency in 

this chapter. 
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and capable of obtaining particular volitions, according to the particular 

needs that the Work that He forms [i.e., the future world] demands, it is 

evident that the future World will be infinitely more perfect than the 

present world. (OCM V 164)  

 

On Malebranche’s account, when God acts by general volitions, God executes certain 

general laws such as the mechanical law of inertia: “for any moving body z, if z is not 

acted upon by any external forces, then z moves uniformly in a straight line.” In terms of 

this general law, the event of any moving body’s not being acted upon by any external 

forces serves as the “occasional cause” of the event of any moving body’s moving 

uniformly in a straight line, because the former event “occasions” God to cause the latter 

event. So occasional causes roughly consist of the particular conditional clauses of the 

general laws (e.g., a particular moving body z’s not being acted upon by any external 

forces). In terms of the general law that governs the collision of bodies – “when two 

bodies collide, their movements are communicated from one to the other, in proportion to 

their pressure, and according to the line of their pressure” (OCM V 30) – the collision of 

bodies serves as the occasional cause of the communication of the corresponding 

movements. Therefore, Malebranche holds that “the collision of bodies . . . is an 

occasional cause” (OCM V 164). But the collision of bodies is merely “an occasional 

cause without intelligence . . . [such that] it cannot happen that there be no defects in the 

[present] World, and that monsters not be produced there” (OCM V 164). That is to say, 

the collision of bodies necessarily occasions God to cause bodies to move in such-and-

such ways after the collision, independently of the fact that natural evils arise from this 

redistribution of bodily motions after the collision, and, thus, the collision of bodies 

cannot bring it about that natural evils do not exist. Indeed, all the occasional causes of 

the general laws of nature are not intelligent, and insofar as God conserves the present 
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world by the general laws of nature, the present world is inevitably extremely imperfect. 

However, “in the establishment of the future World, God acts by . . . the [general] laws of 

grace” (OCM V 45), one of which has an intelligent occasional cause, namely, Christ. 

While the collision of bodies (as an unintelligent occasional cause of a general law of 

nature) is always indifferent to the particular needs of God’s creatures in the present 

world, Christ (as an intelligent occasional cause of a general law of grace) always attends 

to “the particular needs that the Work that He forms [i.e., the future world] demands . . . , 

[as a consequence of which] the future World will be infinitely more perfect than the 

present world” (OCM V 164). To put it another way, when God conserves the future 

world, God acts by general volitions and thereby executes the general laws of grace, but 

because of this generality, certain defects arise in the future world, just as natural evils 

arise in the present world. However, God does not neglect the future world, so God 

executes an extra general law of grace that has an intelligent occasional cause (i.e., 

Christ) to remedy the defects in the future world, and this general law of grace can be 

roughly formulated as “if Christ wills that p, then p.” Insofar as (a) the general law of 

grace “if Christ wills that p, then p” is necessarily efficacious, and (b) Christ cares for 

God’s creatures in the future world and thereby wills that there be no defects in the future 

world, it follows that the future world is infinitely more perfect than the present world,181 

181 Admittedly, the absence of defects in the future world is contrary to the ordinary 

general laws of grace, and, thus, Christ’s volitions that there be no defects in the future world are 

particular volitions rather than general volitions. But Malebranche holds that Christ is “capable 

of obtaining particular volitions” (OCM V 164). Thus, Christ is capable of willing that there be 

no defects in the future world. When God fulfills Christ’s particular volitions, however, God still 

acts by general volitions, for God is merely executing the general law of grace “if Christ wills that 

p, then p.” It can be said that the volitions that there be no defects in the future world are only 

particular volitions for Christ, but general volitions for God. This relates to Malebranche’s idea 

that God may still be acting by general volitions even in the case where the most confirmed 

miracles occur: “for example, when a body moves without having been struck by another, there is 
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and that “the future World . . . [as a] Work that infinitely surpasses all the others, . . . [is] 

a Work of pure mercy” (OCM V 44). Indeed, this is how God conserves the future world 

in ways that are less simple but more fruitful: while God executes one additional general 

law of grace and acts in ways less simple, this general law of grace – which has Christ as 

its occasional cause – produces more excellence in the future world and renders His ways 

more fruitful. 

Therefore, P3 in the aforementioned argument against my reconstruction is false: 

even if God acts in ways that are less simple but more fruitful when He conserves the 

future world, He does not necessarily act by particular volitions. Indeed, God still acts by 

general volitions in this case: God executes the general laws of grace when He conserves 

the future world, and these general laws of grace (a) complicate His ways to act but (b) 

render His creatures infinitely more excellent. So the future world as a world infinitely 

more perfect than the present world does not force my reconstruction to presuppose that 

God acts by particular volitions in the conservation of the future world, and my 

reconstruction thus remains coherent. 

3.4 Conclusion 

 Given that God’s production of natural evils appears to conflict with God’s 

wisdom, Malebranche proposes a theodicy to justify God’s wisdom and defend God’s 

great probability that this body has been moved by a particular volition of God. However, one is 

not entirely assured of it. For, supposing that there is a general law, that bodies move according to 

the diverse volitions of Angels, or the like, it is evident that this body will be able to receive 

movement without being struck, the particular volition of some Angel being able, according to 

this supposition, to determine the will of the general cause to move it. Thus, one can often be 

assured, that God acts by general volitions: but one cannot be assured in the same way, that He 

acts by particular volitions in the miracles the most confirmed” (OCM V 149). Similarly, God 

acts by general volitions in fulfilling Christ’s particular volitions, for it is a general law that God 

fulfills what Christ wills. 
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perfection, and his theodicy consists in the derivation of God’s production of natural evils 

from God’s wisdom (under the condition that God wills to create and conserve the 

world). According to my reconstruction, Malebranche’s God is determined by His 

wisdom to always maximize the combination of the simplicity of His ways to act and the 

excellence of His creatures when He creates and conserves the world, so He acts by 

general volitions in nature and executes the general laws of nature (i.e., the two laws of 

motion), but because of this extreme generality, God has to introduce natural evils into 

the world. There are three possible objections to my reconstruction: (a) God is 

determined by His wisdom to maximize simplicity alone; (b) since God’s creatures 

cannot manifest God’s wisdom and glorify God, excellence cannot be what God’s 

wisdom determines God to maximize; (c) since God cannot act by particular volitions to 

conserve the future world – which is infinitely more perfect than the present world – God 

cannot maximize the combination of simplicity and excellence in conserving the present 

world. But as I explained above, these objections do not pose any real threat to my 

reconstruction, and my reconstruction arguably represents Malebranche’s considered 

position. 
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CONCLUSION 

 Now let us take stock of Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils, which 

constitutes a tour de force in the early modern development of rationalism, broadly 

conceived. I started Chapter 1 with the apparent tension between (a) Malebranche’s 

assumption of the existence of natural evils and (b) his commitment to the mechanistic 

conception of nature. Considering that the property “naturally evil” seemed irreducible to 

the physical features of extensions such as rest, motion, and figures, there seemed no way 

for Malebranche to adhere to mechanism while still conceptualizing natural evils.182 

Natural evils thus seemed conceptually impossible in Malebranche’s mechanistic system 

of nature. However, as I maintained above, Malebranche grounds the conceptual 

possibility of natural evils extrinsically in the supernatural order, for he appeals to God’s 

desseins that establish the conformity of all living beings with their original forms (i.e., 

the miniatures preformed by God at Creation) as their foundational purpose. Because 

God’s desseins render the original forms of all living beings authoritative, the property 

“naturally evil” is physically reducible to the figures of all living beings that deviate from 

their original forms. In this manner, natural evils are made conceptually possible in 

Malebranche’s mechanistic system of nature. One must note that there are many early 

modern philosophers who commit to theological voluntarism, and they identify God’s 

desseins with the decrees of God’s volition (e.g., Descartes). But Malebranche commits 

to rationalism, and he identifies God’s desseins with the dictates of God’s Reason. God’s 

Reason for Malebranche thus determines the purposes of natural things, namely, what 

182 More specifically, mechanism seems to render it impossible for Malebranche to 

conceive of any natural things (e.g., monsters) as having the property “naturally evil,” but if no 

natural things can be conceived of as having the property “naturally evil,” then there could not be 

any natural evils on purely conceptual grounds . 
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natural things ought to do. This rationalistic conception of the normative dimension of 

nature, as I understand it, accounts for the first feature of Malebranche’s rationalism. 

 In Chapter 2, I began with the traditional conflict between (a) the doctrine of 

divine providence and (b) the doctrine of (classic) mechanism, and I analyzed one aspect 

of this conflict, which concerns the way natural phenomena are explained. While 

adherents of divine providence explain natural phenomena with reference to God as their 

whole cause or partial cause, mechanists rather explain natural phenomena solely in 

terms of the mechanical motions of matter that have absolutely no relation to God. 

Motivated by his belief in theism and his support of the seventeenth-century physicists’ 

project of the mechanization of nature, Malebranche undertakes to offer a modified 

account of mechanism that is reconcilable with divine providence, and Malebranche’s 

strategy of modification lies in demonstrating that no mechanical motions of matter can 

take place independently of God’s activities. Accordingly, Malebranche presents the two-

tier explanations of natural phenomena: first, the mechanical motions of matter explain 

natural phenomena at the physical tier; second, God’s activities – namely, the operations 

of God’s necessarily efficacious volitions – explain the mechanical motions of matter at 

the metaphysical tier. In light of these two-tier explanations of natural phenomena that 

appeal to God’s volitions as their grounds, Malebranche’s modified account of 

mechanism brings God back into the mechanistic picture of natural causality, such that 

divine providence no longer conflicts with the mechanization of nature. But one must 

note that this mechanization of nature for Malebranche is based on the mechanization of 

God’s volitions, which solely determine matter to move in conformity with the general 

laws of nature. Malebranche thus argues that God acts in nature by general volitions, 
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which have the particular consequential clauses of the general laws of nature as their 

(volitional) contents. Given that Malebranche takes God’s general volitions to be the 

metaphysical grounds of natural phenomena, Malebranche’s nature is devoid of any 

exceptions to the general laws of nature: miracles have no place in the natural world 

where only lawful events occur. As we will see later, this regularity of nature is an 

implication of the second feature of Malebranche’s rationalism. 

 In Chapter 3, I presented my reconstruction of Malebranche’s theodicy for natural 

evils, namely, Malebranche’s explanation of how God can remain absolutely perfect in 

spite of His production of natural evils by general volitions. In this way, I showed how 

natural evils for Malebranche no longer contradict the existence of God as an absolutely 

perfect being. One must note that Malebranche treats God’s production of natural evils as 

conflicting with God’s wisdom rather than, say, God’s power (i.e., God’s omnipotence). 

So Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils amounts to his defense of God’s wisdom in 

relation to God’s production of natural evils, and his strategy is as follows: God’s 

wisdom determines God to maximize the combination of (a) the simplicity of God’s ways 

to act and (b) the excellence of God’s creatures, and such a maximization further 

determines God to act by general volitions in nature, but because of the generality of the 

way God acts, God necessarily produces natural evils. In deriving God’s production of 

natural evils from God’s wisdom, Malebranche establishes that God can retain His 

absolute perfection (His wisdom in particular) in spite of His production of natural evils. 

Indeed, this is Malebranche’s rationalistic solution to the problem of natural evil: there 

are natural evils not because there are any imperfections in God, but because God as an 

absolutely perfect being necessarily acts in conformity with His wisdom, which can be 
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alternatively conceived of as His Reason. As I understand it, Malebranche’s explanation 

also sheds much light on his rationalistic conception of the descriptive dimension of 

nature: after God’s creation of nature, God’s Reason dictates everything that takes place 

in nature, such that God’s Reason becomes the origin of the all natural phenomena. This 

rationalistic picture can be formulated as follows: after God wills to create nature, He is 

determined by His wisdom to maximize the combination of simplicity and excellence, so 

He acts by general volitions in nature and brings it about that everything occurs according 

to the general laws of nature. This accounts for the second feature of Malebranche’s 

rationalism. 

Hence, Malebranche’s theodicy for natural evils articulates two central features of 

his rationalism. The first feature concerns the determinative role of God’s Reason in what 

natural things ought to do (e.g., fish ought to swim in water), whereas the second feature 

concerns the determinative role of God’s Reason in what natural things do (e.g., fish 

swim in water). Since what natural things do necessarily conforms with the general laws 

of nature, the second feature implies that miracles (as lawless events) cannot take place in 

nature, which accounts for the aforementioned regularity of nature. Therefore, 

Malebranche’s rationalism is reducible to the position that (after God’s creation of 

nature) God’s Reason determines (a) the purposes of natural things and (b) the causal 

histories of natural things. So Malebranche offers a systematic account of the 

determinative role of God’s Reason in both the normative and descriptive dimensions of 

nature. As I see it, this is Malebranche’s contribution to the early modern development of 
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rationalism, which may be broadly conceived of as the attempt to attribute rationality to 

all the dimensions of nature.183 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

183 One may consider Malebranche’s rationalism to be an irrelevant kind of rationalism, 

for it is founded upon God’s Reason rather than human reason. I think there may be two 

responses. First, as Malebranche understands it, this so-called human reason is nothing but the 

reason in which all humans participate, and “the Reason in which all humans participate . . . is not 

different from that of God Himself” (OCM III 131). So there is only one kind of rationalism for 

Malebranche, which is theological rationalism. Admittedly, this first response is merely a 

concessive one. The second response is more defensive: even though Malebranche’s rationalism 

is founded upon God’s Reason, it does not imply that Malebranche’s rationalism is a doctrine 

completely irrelevant to humans. In Malebranche’s view, when humans contemplate, reason, or 

think, they are in the process of consulting God’s Reason, and they can thereby comprehend the 

dictates of God’s Reason. Because the dictates of God’s Reason ground (a) the purposes of 

natural things and (b) the causal histories of natural things, humans as rational beings can 

comprehend nature. In this way, Malebranche’s rationalism renders nature rationally 

comprehensible for humans. Malebranche’s rationalism can thus be construed as a primitive 

defense of humans’ capability of acquiring knowledge of nature rationally. Indeed, this 

anticipates the thesis endorsed by most contemporary rationalists, which Peter Markie refers to as 

“the Intuition/Deduction thesis”: “some propositions in a particular subject area, S, are knowable 

by us by intuition [i.e., one kind of rational insight] alone; still others are knowable by being 

deduced from intuited propositions” (“Rationalism vs. Empiricism,” 1). For Malebranche, it 

seems clear that all the propositions of (a) the purposes of natural things and (b) the causal 

histories of natural things are in principle knowable by us when we consult God’s Reason through 

intuition and deduction.  
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