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Introduction: Reworking Early Modern Metaphysics
Emily Thomas

This collection is devoted to exploring the metaphysics of seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century women philosophers. These thinkers were deeply
involved in the key debates of their period, from the metaphysics of gravity
to the nature of eternity, and this volume demonstrates the subtlety and
philosophical richness of their work. Ultimately, these chapters show how
important it is to recover the neglected views of women philosophers, for
this process expands and refines our understanding of metaphysics and its
history.

The term ‘metaphysics’ was originally applied to a collection of books
that came to be known as Aristotle’s Metaphysics, so titled because they
came after (meta) his books on physics. The topics covered in Aristotelian
Metaphysics are in some sense the most fundamental, or at the highest level
of generality, such as the causes or principles of beings." Characterising
metaphysics is difficult but the discipline is roughly concerned with
explaining whar there is and how it is. As one scholar puts it,
‘Metaphysics is the most general attempt to make sense of things’.” For
example, metaphysics asks, Do substances exist? If so, what are they like?
How are they related to each other? By the early modern period, traditional
metaphysical topics included substance, bodies, minds, space, time, iden-
tity, and free will. Today, these traditional topics are studied alongside less
traditional ones, including the metaphysics of natural laws and gender.

Early modern metaphysics scholarship is thriving but women philoso-
phers rarely appear in the literature.” Traditionally, women have been
neglected in the history of our discipline, and this is especially true of

' See Cohen (2016).

* See Moore (2012: 1—7), who draws on various twentieth-century definitions of metaphysics to
construct this one.

? For example, see Nadler’s 2002 edited collection A Companion to Early Modern Philosophy,
Rutherford’s 2006 edited collection The Cambridge Companion to Early Modern Philosophy, Robert
Pasnau’s 2011 Metaphysical Themes 1274—1671, and Moore’s 2012 The Evolution of Modern Metaphysics.

I



2 EMILY THOMAS

early modern philosophy. Just consider its great, all-male canon: Descartes,
Hobbes, Spinoza, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, and Kant. The reasons under-
lying the omission of women are many and complex, but misogyny
certainly played some role.* As feminist historians of philosophy have
pointed out, the neglect of women leads to problems. Our histories of
philosophy miss the complexity of the periods under consideration,
distorting the historical record. And, in missing the ideas of women
philosophers — which were just as sharp and original as their male counter-
parts — we are failing to mine valuable philosophical reserves.’

Happily, over the last twenty years, the project to recover the work of
historical women philosophers has gained ground. There is now
a substantial body of literature on early modern women philosophers.®
However, very little of this literature concerns their metaphysics, discus-
sions of which are generally limited to individual journal articles or book
chapters. This volume addresses that neglect, constituting the first
collection devoted exclusively to early modern women’s metaphysical
views.

The volume explores the metaphysical work of nine women philosophers
active in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries: Bathsua Reginald
Makin (c.1600—c.1675), Anna Maria van Schurman (1607-1678), Elisabeth
of Bohemia (1618-1680), Margaret Cavendish (1623-1673), Anne Conway
(1631-1679), Damaris Cudworth Masham (1659-1708), Mary Astell
(1666—1731), Catharine Trotter Cockburn (c.1674-1749), and Emilie Du
Chatelet (1706-1749). Relatively few early modern women philosophers
are known to scholarship, and fewer still wrote on metaphysics, so this
selection of figures includes the most prominent early modern women
metaphysicians.” Some of these women (such as Margaret Cavendish)
wrote prodigiously on metaphysics, whilst others (such as Anna Maria van
Schurman and Catharine Cockburn) wrote relatively little, and these differ-
ences are reflected in the coverage.

This collection aims to consolidate existing work in the field, and open
paths for future scholarship. This should help historians paint a more

* See O'Neill (1998), Rée (2002), and Witt and Shapiro (2017).

> See Duran (2006: 18), Witt and Shapiro (2017), and Mercer (2017).

¢ In the 1990s, Waithe’s 1991 A History of Women Philosophers broke the ground, providing a collection
of survey articles on women. Atherton’s 1994 Women Philosophers of the Early Modern Period collected
and reprinted some of their texts. More recent work on women includes Broad’s 2002 Women
Philosophers of the Seventeenth Century, Duran’s 2006 Eight Women Philosophers, and Broad and
Green’s 2014 A History of Women'’s Political Thought in Europe, 1400—1700.

7 Although there may be more out there. For information on additional early modern women
philosophers (not all of whom wrote on metaphysics), see Waithe (1991).
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accurate picture of the period, and uncover fresh metaphysical ideas.
To show how, let’s give an example. Here is a time-worn metaphysical
question: What am I? Famously, Descartes answered, T" am a thinking,
immaterial substance, joined to a material one. As this volume shows, early
modern women provided a range of alternative answers to this question.
For example, Damaris Masham believes ‘I am a non-solid yet extended
substance. Anne Conway holds T am a collection of substances, all
fundamentally of the same kind. Mary Astell argues T" am a non-
gendered mind, of which we cannot know the essence. Each of these
answers are unique, and shrewd. They are historically important because
understanding them improves our history of metaphysics. If we wish to
write a truly universal history of philosophy’s general attempt to make
sense of things, we must go beyond the male perspective. Further, these
answers are philosophically important. As we will see, these metaphysical
theories avoid problems facing other theories, such as Descartes’ interac-
tion problem, and the problem of how we can represent our own minds to
ourselves. The metaphysical theories of these women are not just different
to those of their male counterparts, they may be better.

The chapters of this volume are grouped into five themes. The first
is meta-metaphysics. Marcy Lascano’s chapter, ““Heads Cast in
Metaphysical Moulds”: Damaris Masham on the Method and Nature
of Metaphysics’, neatly brings out early modern debates over the
subject matter of metaphysics. Lascano shows that, contrary to how
it might seem, Masham does advance views that we would consider
metaphysical. However, Masham only advances metaphysical views
that can be defended using a posteriori knowledge, for example con-
cerning the nature of substances and freewill.

The second theme is the metaphysics of science. Susan James’ chapter,
Hermaphroditical Mixtures”: Margaret Cavendish on Nature and Art’,
explores Cavendish’s views on things created by the practitioners of scien-
tific arts, such as chemical mixtures and microscopes. For Cavendish, the
products of such arts are ‘hermaphroditical’, in the sense they are partly
artificial, and partly natural; as such, they cannot rival things found in
nature. James details Cavendish’s rare and thoughtful critique of experi-
mentalism, a critique alert to its gendered character.

Andrew Janiak’s chapter, ‘Emilie Du Chitelet: Physics, Metaphysics
and the Case of Gravity’, considers Du Chatelet’s role in the history of
science and metaphysics. Against scholars who hold that Du Chételet was
merely aiming to provide a metaphysical foundation for Newton’s physics,

333



4 EMILY THOMAS

Janiak takes her work on gravity as a case study to argue that Du Chatelet
used metaphysical ideas to build a more systematic physics than Newton.

Karen Detlefsen’s chapter, ‘Margaret Cavendish on Laws and Order’,
explores Cavendish’s role in the evolving history of thinking about laws of
nature, and the order of the natural world. Detlefsen argues that Cavendish
occupies an unusual, middle position in the transition from pre-modern to
modern ways of thinking about this topic. Further, this position antici-
pates a twenty-first century account of laws and order offered by the
feminist philosopher of science Evelyn Fox Keller.

The third theme is ontology. Sara L. Uckelman’s chapter, ‘Bathsua
Makin and Anna Maria van Schurman: Education and the Metaphysics
of Being a Woman’, studies the metaphysics underlying seventeenth-
century views on the education of women. Uckelman considers two of
the earliest treatises arguing for the education of women, by women and in
English. She argues that their attitudes towards education also reveal the
essence of that which is to be educated. This, in turn, provides insight into
how Makin and van Schurman understood the nature of women.

Deborah Boyle’s chapter, ‘Margaret Cavendish on the Eternity of
Created Matter’, argues that Cavendish held two seemingly contradictory
theses: the universe is eternal, and it was created ex nihilo. Against existing
scholarship, Boyle argues it is consistent for Cavendish to hold both theses,
in light of the knowledge Cavendish believes we can have of God.

My chapter, ‘Anne Conway on the Identity of Creatures over Time’,
investigates Conway’s views on identity. This is a critical question for
Conway because she believes that creatures are continually changing.
Against existing scholarship, I argue that Conway does not ground crea-
turely identity on haecceities, but on sameness of soul substance. Elements
of this view are in accord with the later work of Henry More, drawing
Conway closer with Cambridge Platonism.

Katherine Brading’s chapter, ‘Emilie Du Chatelet and the Problem of
Bodies’, explains that early modern natural philosophers took laws to apply
to bodies. This raises what Brading calls the ‘problem of bodies’: What
exactly are bodies? Brading argues that Du Chételet advances a novel
solution, one that fares better than rival solutions of the period.

The fourth theme is the metaphysics of minds and selves. Frederique
Janssen-Lauret’s chapter, ‘Elisabeth of Bohemia as a Naturalistic Dualist’,
discusses Elisabeth’s account of the mind-body relation. Elisabeth’s com-
ments are scattered throughout her correspondence with Descartes, and
commentators are divided on how to interpret them. Janssen-Lauret pre-
sents a new reading of Elisabeth as having a distinctive but dualist position,
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deriving from an effort to improve upon Descartes’ metaphysics. It is
informed by anti-Scholasticism and a kind of proto-naturalism, which
prefigures views held by some philosophers of science and psychology
today.

David Cunning’s chapter, ‘Margaret Cavendish on the Metaphysics of
Imagination and the Dramatic Force of the Imaginary World’, explores
Cavendish’s views on the imagination. Cavendish presents a detailed
metaphysic of the imagination, an account of what the imagination is.
Cunning explains that, for Cavendish, imaginings consist of active bodies
that move inside our heads, and imaginary worlds provide benefits that can
easily go unnoticed. They are often more pleasant to inhabit than the
actual world, and in addition they inform us about the social, political, and
material structure of that world by contrasting it with representations of
how it might be different. They also provide us with a map of how
a different world might gradually come about.

Jacqueline Broad’s chapter, ‘Mary Astell’s Malebranchean Concept of
the Self, investigates Astell’s understanding of the self. Other scholars have
read Astell as holding a Cartesian view of the self, as an immaterial thinking
thing. However, Broad argues that Astell departs from Cartesian ortho-
doxy, and holds a view of the self closer to that of the French philosopher
Nicolas Malebranche and his English follower John Norris. Broad argues
that although Astell’s resulting conception of the self is not robust enough
to ground claims about the immortality of the soul, it is adequate for
Astell’s moral and practical purposes.

The final theme is the metaphysics of women and morality. Sarah
Hutton’s chapter, ‘Goodness in Anne Conway’s Metaphysics’, explores
a key concept in Conway’s system: goodness. Hutton argues that Conway’s
conception of goodness is decidedly metaphysical, as it is grounded on
divine goodness, and created beings achieve goodness only through parti-
cipation with the goodness of God.

Patricia Sheridan’s chapter, ‘Catharine Trotter Cockburn’s Metaphysics
of Morality’, details Cockburn’s metaphysics by way of showing what is so
original about her moral naturalism. Sheridan shows that Cockburn held
the view that ‘virtue consists in following nature’, and that a distinctive
feature of her view is the way morality is grounded in a comprehensive
system of nature.
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CHAPTER I

‘Heads Cast in Metaphysical Moulds’
Damaris Masham on the Method and Nature of
Metaphysics

Marcy P. Lascano

Introduction

If you come across the term ‘metaphysics’ in Damaris Masham’s work, it is
likely that it will be in the context of an insult.” She may, for instance, claim
that someone has an ‘extraordinary, and Metaphysical Constitution’ that
causes him to be ‘unacquainted with the World, and Humane Nature’
(Masham 1696: 37). Or she may claim that metaphysical speculations arise
from being ‘mighty fond of or ‘prepossess’d with an hypothesis’ or because
one is ‘tempted by Affection of Novelty’ (Masham 1696: 10, 46, 6). She
might even sarcastically claim that ‘He whose Head is cast in
a Metaphysical Mould has, it may be, Privileges of Nature which accom-
pany it, that ordinary Mortals are Strangers to’ (Masham 1696: 36).
Masham disparages the notion of metaphysics when she criticises the
systematic philosophies held by John Norris, Nicolas Malebranche, and
G. W. Leibniz. However, Masham is willing to discuss, and sometimes put
forth her own views concerning, the existence and nature of God, the
essence of substances, the possibility of intelligence elsewhere in the uni-
verse, the nature of causation, and the nature of freedom. All of these are
topics that today we would firmly assent to as metaphysical. So, a chapter
on Damaris Masham’s metaphysics must be set in the context of seven-
teenth-century debates about the subject matter and methodology of
metaphysics.

In this chapter, first we will provide a brief discussion of part of the larger
debates concerning metaphysics and attempt to place Masham alongside

" I would like to thank Sarah Hutton and Andrew Janiak for directing me to literature concerning
seventeenth-century debates about metaphysics. I would also like to thank Emily Thomas for
inviting me to contribute to the volume and for her excellent suggestions and comments on my
chapter.
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her friend John Locke in holding that the subject matter of metaphysics is
usually either strictly the providence of revelation or is beyond human
understanding. Next, we will explore Masham’s criticisms of Norris,
Malebranche, and Leibniz to see how these views inform her objections.
Here, it will become clear that Masham eschews metaphysics as an « priori
investigation into supernatural causes and spirits. She argues that not only
do we lack positive evidence for the truth of these metaphysical hypotheses,
but we have good reason — from experience and revelation — to believe
them false. Finally, we will turn briefly to some of Masham’s positive views
concerning the existence and nature of God, the nature of substances, and
human freedom. Here, we will see that while Masham does not approve of
metaphysical theses that seemingly conflict with our experience of the
world, we can know some things about the nature of God and ourselves
through experience and reason. This leaves room for Masham to engage in
a fair amount of what we would currently consider metaphysical discourse.

The Debates about ‘Metaphysicks’

In the seventeenth century, as Sarah Hutton notes, ‘metaphysics came to
be derided as “abstruse” or “useless” knowledge, and it was often associated
with scholasticism’ (Hutton 2015: 15). Part of the problem was that there
was no clear definition of the subject matter of metaphysics. Dimitri
Levitin notes, ‘Aristotle had been famously ambiguous’” about the subject
matter of metaphysics (Levitin 2016: 69).” On the one hand, he called it
‘first philosophy’, and in this sense it was the study of being gua being, or
the study of the nature of matter. On the other hand, he equated it with the
study of theology, which was understood as the study of supernatural
causes and spirits (Levitin 2016: 69).> This confusion about the subject
matter of metaphysics, along with the emergence of experimental natural
philosophy, led to disputes about how to understand metaphysics and
what role, if any, it might play as a part of natural theology, natural
philosophy, or both. Figures like Thomas Hobbes held that metaphysics
was properly understood as ‘first philosophy’ or natural philosophy, while
others, like Henry More, held that metaphysics was properly understood as
natural theology. There are two issues at stake in this debate. The first issue,
as noted earlier, is the subject matter of metaphysics. Is it the material

* See also Hutton (2015: 15-6); and for a very detailed explanation of the various positions taken in the
debate, see Levitin (2015: 230—446).
? Levitin cites Aristotle’s Metaphysics IV 1003a21 and 1026a19-20.
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world and perhaps the soul (as considered as part of the union or mind)?
Or is it the supernatural world of God and spirits? The second problem is
the issue of methodology. Is it possible to use reason and deduction from
principles alone to discover natural, as well as supernatural, truths? Or
must we use experience to understand things in the world while regulating
most of theology to what is gleaned from reason and revelation? These two
issues are important for placing Masham’s discussions in context.
Unfortunately, she does not have a work dedicated to epistemological
and methodological issues (although she does note some of her views in
her works). However, Masham’s close intellectual friendship with Locke,
and the similarity of their views on issues concerning knowledge and
methodology, indicate that an examination of Locke’s views on this subject
will help us to better understand Masham’s position.*

In the Essay on Human Understanding, Locke tells us that there are three
subjects, or sciences, fit for human understanding. The first is the nature of
things as they are in themselves, the second is ethics, or what we ought to
do, and the third is semantics. Since it is the first subject that concerns us, it
is this we will focus on here. Locke discusses the subject as follows,

First, The Knowledge of Things, as they are in their own proper Beings,
their Constitutions, Properties, and Operations; whereby I mean not only
Matter, and Body, but Spirits also, which have their proper Natures,
Constitutions, and Operations, as well as Bodies. This, in a little more
enlarged Sense of the Word, I call physika, or natural Philosophy. The end of
this, is bare speculative Truth, and whatsoever can afford the Mind of Man
any such, falls under this branch, whether it be God himself, Angels, Spirits,
Bodies; or any of their Affections, as Number, and Figure, &c. (Locke

1979: 720)

Here, it seems that Locke wants to take the two definitions of metaphysics
from Aristotle and combine them all into the subject matter of natural
philosophy.’ In doing so, it might seem he undercuts metaphysics as a part

IS

Locke and Masham were close personally and philosophically. While there is some debate over the
extent to which Masham influenced Locke’s philosophical work, there is no doubt about his
influence on hers. See Broad (2006), Buickerood (2009), Hutton (1993 and 2015), O’Donnell
(1984), and Springborg (1998). Both of her published works have strong Lockean frameworks and,
since both were published anonymously, contemporaries took them both for Locke’s work. During
the later years of his life, Locke resided in Masham’s house. These years were productive philoso-
phically for both Locke and Masham. It was during this period that Locke encouraged the publica-
tion of her two works: the Discourse Concerning the Love of God and Occasional Thoughts Concerning
a Vertuous or Christian Life.

For a discussion of how Hobbes makes this move, see Levitin (2015: 242—52). We should also note
that the study of spirit or soul was often considered part of natural philosophy as it concerned the
nature of human beings.
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of philosophy. However, Locke expands his discussion in Some Thoughts
Concerning Education, which Masham praises in her own Occasional
Thoughts. There, Locke writes, ‘Natural Philosophy being the Knowledge
of the Principles, Properties, and Operations of Things, as they are in
themselves, I imagine there are Two Parts of it, one comprehending Spirits
with their Nature and Qualities; and the other Bodies. The first of these is
usually referr’d to Metaphysicks’ (Locke 1989: 245). So, it seems that Locke
was willing to afford metaphysics some role in natural philosophy.
Metaphysics is the study of the nature and qualities of spirit. Locke,
however, goes on to say that our knowledge of spirits can only come
through revelation. But what exactly is Locke’s objection to metaphysics
as a part of natural philosophy?

It seems that a large part of Locke’s aversion to metaphysics comes from
his epistemological claim that human beings cannot know the essence of
substances. Because all of our ideas come to us through the senses, and
because the real, or primary, qualities of things are not subject to human
sense, we cannot know the essence of substance. We can only understand
the nominal essences of things, which are based on our ideas of secondary
qualities — that is, those qualities that affect our sense organs. Locke thinks
that when we engage in metaphysics, we are attaching definitions, based on
incomplete ideas of the entities to which they are supposed to apply, to real
things in the world. But since our ideas of them are incomplete, we gain no
real knowledge of the entities by doing so. He writes,

By this method one may make Demonstrations and undoubted
Propositions in Words, and yet thereby advance not one jot in the
Knowledge of the Truth of Things: v. g. he that having learnt these
following Words, with their ordinary mutual relative Acceptations annexed
to them; v. g. Substance, man, animal, form, soul, vegetative, sensitive,
rational, may make several undoubted Propositions about the Soul, without
knowing at all what the Soul really is: and of this sort, a Man may find an
infinite number of Propositions, Reasonings, and Conclusions, in Books of
Metaphysicks, School-Divinity, and some sort of natural Philosophy; and,
after all, know as little of GOD, Spirits, or Bodies, as he did before he set out.
(Locke 1979: 615)

So much for the possibility of discovering the nature or qualities of the soul
by means of providing definitions and demonstrations. But Locke’s worry
is not merely that certain methodologies in metaphysics will not provide
results. For it seems that no methodology is adequate to the task of
discerning truths in metaphysics. For instance, we might think that the
use of hypotheses would help to formulate ideas of the causes and



‘Heads Cast in Metaphysical Moulds 13

principles of things and would be such that Locke would see the advantage
of them for natural philosophy. However, his view seems to be that
hypotheses are often made to fit metaphysical presuppositions, which
makes them fairly useless in the discovery of truth. He writes,

Not that we may not, to explain any phenomena of nature, make use of any
probable hypothesis whatsoever: hypotheses, if they are well made, are at
least great helps to the memory, and often direct us to new discoveries. But
my meaning is, that we should not take up any one too hastily (which the
mind, that would always penetrate into the causes of things, and have
principles to rest on, is very apt to do) till we have very well examined
particulars, and made several experiments, in that thing which we would
explain by our hypothesis, and see whether it will agree to them all; whether
our principles will carry us quite through, and not be as inconsistent with
one phenomenon of nature, as they seem to accommodate and explain
another. And at least that we take care that the name of Principles deceive us
not, nor impose on us, by making us receive that for an unquestionable
truth, which is really at best but a very doubtful conjecture; such as are most
(I had almost said all) of the hypotheses in natural philosophy. (Locke

1979: 648)

Again, the main objection seems to be that when we work with hypotheses
in natural philosophy we assume that we have knowledge about the
natures, principles, or essences of things of which we do not. All these
things lead Locke to declare that “This way of getting and improving our
knowledge in substances only by experience and history, which is all that the
weakness of our faculties in this state of mediocrity which we are in this
world can attain to, makes me suspect that natural philosophy is not
capable is being made a science’ (Locke 1979: 645). For Locke, the only
way to achieve some knowledge of the nature of body is through our
experience of bodies, and given that we can have no experience of souls at
all, our knowledge of these entities can only come through revelation.

It is in the context of these debates that we must place Masham’s
disparaging comments about metaphysics and her criticisms of particular
metaphysical hypotheses. We will examine two places where Masham
expresses doubts about the usefulness of metaphysical hypotheses: in her
Discourse Concerning the Love of God and in her correspondence with
Leibniz.

Masham’s Discourse Concerning the Love of God is a sustained attack on
the view that God should be the sole object of our desirous love presented
by John Norris in his published correspondence with Mary Astell. In the
correspondence, Norris defends Nicolas Malebranche’s occasionalism,
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which is the view that God is the only efficient cause and that creatures are
mere occasional causes of his actions. Norris argues that since God is the
sole author of our pleasure, he should be the sole object of our love to the
exclusion of loving other creatures with anything but well wishing.
Masham’s correspondence with G. W. Leibniz began in 1704. In the
correspondence, she provides objections to Leibniz’s pre-established har-
mony between minds and bodies, his view of unextended souls, and his
methodology. In what follows, we will see that Masham’s objections to
Malebranche’s and Leibniz’s views are very much in keeping with Locke’s
views of epistemology, metaphysics, and hypotheses.

Criticisms of Metaphysics

As noted earlier, Masham’s book, Discourse Concerning the Love of God,
was prompted by Mary Astell and John Norris’s published correspon-
dence, Letters Concerning the Love of God, wherein Norris defends
Malebranche’s doctrine of seeing all things in God, and both he and
Astell argue that God should be the sole object of our desirous love.®
Masham makes numerous arguments against the Malebranchean doc-
trine of occasionalism in the Discourse.” The occasionalist, according to
Masham, is one who holds that God is the only efficient cause in the
world. Creatures are efficaciously inert, and are only occasional causes of
God’s efficient will. In addition, as Norris argues in the correspondence
with Astell, because God is the sole efficient cause of all our pleasure, he is
also the only proper object of all our desirous love (where the object is
loved for its own sake). Creatures, they argue, should be the objects of our
benevolent love (where one desires the well-being of the object) only.
In the Preface to her Discourse, Masham notes that the hypothesis of
occasional causes is derived from the doctrine of ‘seeing all things in
God’.* Masham writes that Malebranche’s doctrine is ‘in no great danger’
of being generally accepted. This on account of ‘It being too Visionary to
be likely to be received by many Intelligent Persons; And too abstruse to
be easily entertain’d by those who are altogether unconversant with
Scholastick Speculations’ (Masham 1696: A3).

¢ For more on the debate between Astell and Masham, see Broad (2002 and 2003), Hutton (2013 and
2014), and Wilson (2004).

7 While Masham’s criticisms are prompted by the Norris and Astell correspondence, she cites both
Norris’s works and Malebranche’s works in the Discourse.

8 Masham describes the doctrine of ‘seeing all things in God’ as the claim that all our ideas and
perceptions come directly from God.
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Masham argues against Norris’s definition of love, claiming that his
definition is the result of a deduction from his hypothesis of seeing all
things in God. She claims that instead of following this procedure for
understanding love, we should examine our own experience of love and the
various desires that accompany it. She writes,

But as that Definition which Mr. N. has given us, (viz. That Love is that
Original Weight, Bent or Indeavour, whereby the Soul stands inclin’d to,
and is mov’d forwards to Good in general, or Happiness) tells as not so well
what Love is, as our own Hearts can when we consult them; So perhaps an
Examination of them will not only better acquaint us with the Nature of our
Passions; but also direct us better to the Measures of their Regulation, than
Notions concerning them deduced from the Consequences of an
Hypothesis. (Masham 1696: 19—20)

Here, Masham asserts that the better method for discovering the nature of
human love is examining our experiences of love. She claims that Norris’
definition does not tell us what love really is, but rather is devised to
conform to his metaphysical views. Masham’s own definition is ‘Love
being only a Name given to that Disposition, or Act of Mind, we find in
our selves towards anything we are pleas’d with’ (Masham 1696: 18).” She
goes on to explain her love of God, her children and neighbours, and
herself and to argue that while there is only one kind of love, the desires
that accompany the feeling of love vary according to the object of love.

Masham also argues that there is no practical difference between an
occasional cause and an efficient cause. Masham notes that according to
the hypothesis of ‘seeing all things in God’, creatures are still causes of our
sensations, albeit merely occasional causes. However, occasional causes are
such that (1) they are always accompanied by their effect, and (2) without
them the effect is not produced (Masham 1696: 31). If this is so, she asks, in
what sense are occasional causes different to us than efficient causes? She
writes,

There being none of [creatures], perhaps, that we approach, which either
does not, or may not, contribute to our Good, or Ill; And which truly are
not in Effect allow’d to do so, by those who deny them to be Efficient
Causes. For it will be found to amount to the same thing in regard of us, and
our Obligation to desire them, whether they are Efficient, or Occasional
Causes, of our pleasing Sensations: The proof of which last Opinion, (taken

® Compare with Locke: ‘But it suffices to note, that our /deas of Love and Hatred, are but the
Dispositions of the Mind, in respect of Pleasure and Pain in general, however caused in us’ (Locke

1979: 230).
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from their own Ignorance of any other way to explain the Nature of our
Ideas, and Perceptions) They can hardly feel the force of; Without having
a great Opinion of their own Faculties, or a very small one of the Power, and
Wisdom of God. And they must also be very clear sighted, if they can
discern how this Hypothesis of seeing all things in God, helps us one jot
further in the Knowledge of our Ideas, and Perceptions; which is the thing it
was Primarily pretended to be design’d for. They who advance this Notion,
do only fetch a Circuit, and then return where they were before, without
gaining any advantage, by Derogating (as they do) from the Wisdom of
God, in framing his Creatures like the Idols of the Heathen, that have Eyes,
and see not; Ears, and hear not, &c. (Masham 1696: 30-1)

There are two points to focus on in this paragraph. The first is the
complaint that the distinction between efficient and occasional causes
does not make any difference to our experience of the world. Masham
notes that the colour of the flower will cause pleasure and desire in us
whether we understand its power to do so as coming directly from the
flower or from God. Since there is no way to discern that the power of the
flower to affect us comes from God, our desire will be directed at the
flower. Moreover, even according to the occasionalist, the flower is neces-
sary for the pleasurable experience. Thus, the doctrine of occasionalism will
have not changed our desires. According to Masham, this makes the
doctrine irrelevant, since we act only upon what we find pleasurable and
so desire. However, the doctrine is not irrelevant as it pertains to God’s
wisdom. She continues,

But the Wisdom of God cannot herein be equally admired, because it is not
equally conspicuous. For if God immediately exhibits to me all my Ideas,
and that I do not truly see with my Eyes, and hear with my Ears, then all that
wonderful Exactness and curious Workmanship, in framing the Organs of
Sense, seems superfluous and vain; Which is no small Reflection upon
infinite Wisdom. (Masham 1696: 32)

Masham argues that God’s creation becomes useless if occasionalism is
true. The intricate working of the human body and all the other parts of
nature are mere stage-setting for God’s acts. However, this seems ineffi-
cient and wasteful — not to mention duplicitous. Thus, the doctrine that
the things in nature are not efficient causes, as they seem to us to be, is
unbefitting of God’s wisdom.

The second point to note is Masham’s accusation that “They who
advance this Notion, do only fetch a Circuit, and then return where they
were before’ (Masham 1696: 30-1). That is, she accuses them of circular
reasoning. While Masham does not make the circularity explicit, it seems
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to be as follows. The doctrine of seeing all things in God, according to
Masham, is supposed to explain our ideas and perceptions. However, the
doctrine forces one to suppose that creatures are mere occasional causes
and not the efficient causes of ideas or perceptions. This, in turn, implies
that we really do not have ideas or perceptions, since these only belong to
God, and so we end up without an account at all. Here, we should note the
similarity to Locke’s claim that we can define propositions about terms
without advancing at all in our knowledge of those terms.

Masham claims that one of the main difficulties arising from the doc-
trine of occasionalism is how one could come to know its truth. She
acknowledges that we have pleasing sensations even in infancy, but how
is it possible that a baby understands that these pleasing sensations do not
come from objects themselves, but from God alone? If a baby or a child
cannot know that it is sinful to desire any object other than God, then they
are doomed to sin. Masham argues that the best route to knowledge of
God’s existence is through the love of his creation. If we cannot know that
God exists, then we cannot know that it is sinful to love creatures. But if
knowing his existence requires the love of creatures first, then everyone is
doomed to sin. She writes,

If this be so, this seems also to lay an Imputation upon the Wisdom and
Goodness of God, who has laid the Foundation of our Duty in a Reason
which he has concealed from us. For this great Cause why we should love
him alone, (viz. because the Creatures are not the efficient Causes of our
Sensations) is so hidden from us by all the Art, and Contrivance, observable
in Nature, that if it were purposely design’d to be conceal’d, and we
purposely intended to be misled, it could not be more so. For in Effect till
this last Age, it has not been discover’d; Or at least very sparingly; And even
still (as it seems) only Heads cast in Metaphysical Moulds are capable of it.
(Masham 1696: 32-3)

Since occasionalism is not a doctrine that can be understood at a young age
(or perhaps at any age), there is no avoiding these problems. Masham goes
on to argue that the idea that creatures are not efficient causes is ‘only an
Opinion grounded on an Hypothesis, perhaps Demonstrably false; That
has evidently no proof, but the poor one from our Ignorance, that yet is not
at all help’d by this Hypothesis: Which is (therefore) as well as for the Ends
of Morality, plainly useless’ (Masham 1696: 118—9).

Finally, she argues that if occasionalism were true, then God would
partake in our wickedness. Masham noted that the occasionalist holds that
when we choose to love a finite being or object and receive pleasure and
delight from such an object, we sin.
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No Creature he says, indeed, can be Loved, or Desired, without Defrauding
God, and even committing the Sin of Idolatry . .. Consequently therefore,
there can be no more hateful Sin to the Almighty than (feeling Cold, or
Hunger) to desire Fire, or Food, as any good to us: But he tells us at the same
time, That tho’ the things which satisfie these Natural Cravings are by no
means to be desired as Goods; Yet they may be securely sought for as such,
and enjoyed . . . He whose Head is cast in a Metaphysical Mould has, it may
be, Privileges of Nature which accompany it, that ordinary Mortals are
Strangers to. (Masham 1696: 35)

The desire of food as a good when one is hungry or of fire when one is cold
is sinful. Masham holds that there is no way we could discern this view by
experience or reason. It is quite natural to desire such things in these
situations, and surely it is God who has set up our constitutions to desire
these things as such. But the advocate of seeing all things in God must hold
that not only does God take part in our sin, but he also is forced to reward
us for it — with pleasure. Masham acknowledges that this is what makes sin
so bad according to this view. She writes,

But the Author of this Hypothesis tells us, that this is that indeed which
makes Sin to be so exceeding sinful, viz., that we oblige God in Virtue of
that first immutable Law, or Order, which he has established (that is, of
exciting Sentiments of Pleasure in us upon some operations of Bodies upon
us) to Reward our Transgressions against him with Pleasure and Delight.
It is strange that we cannot seem sinful enough, without having a Power of
forcing God to be a Partner in our Wickedness! But this is a Consequence of
an Hypothesis whose uselesness, and want of proof, are alone sufficient
Causes for rejecting it. And if we will once quit what Reason and Revelation
evidently and plainly tell us, to build our Religion upon the foundation of
uncertain Opinions; where must we stop? (Masham 1696: 102-3)

That God would be forced to reward us for sin is something that Masham
thinks is also unbefitting God’s wisdom and justice. Moreover, she ridi-
cules the view by claiming that we would have power (over God), contrary
to the hypothesis, if we were able to force God to reward us for our
wickedness.

When we consider Masham’s arguments against occasionalism, the
overall argument against the view becomes clear. First, there is no positive
evidence for occasionalism — neither from experience, reason, nor revela-
tion. This view would not cause individuals to behave any differently with
respect to morality if it were true. Second, there is positive evidence against
the view. The occasionalist makes God’s creation superfluous, and so
undermines God’s wisdom. God’s justice is also undermined because the
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doctrine of occasionalism cannot be known, and therefore dooms all of
creation to sin. For these reasons, Masham believes that we should reject
the doctrine.

Causal relations are also the main subject of Masham’s correspondence
with Leibniz. Masham and Leibniz discuss his system of simple beings, or
souls (monads), and his doctrine of pre-established harmony. First,
Masham explains how she understands of his system in her letter of
3 June 1704.

Any Action of the soul upon Matter, or of Matter upon the Soul is
Inconceivable: These two have theire Laws distinct. Bodies follow the
Laws of Mechanisme, and have a tendencie to change suivant les Forces
Mouvantes. Souls produce in themselves Internal Actions and have
a tendencie to change according to the Perception that they have of Good
or Ill. Now Soul and Body, following each theire Proper Laws, and neither
of them acting thereby upon, or Affecting the other, such Effects are yet
produc’d from a Harmonie Preestablish’d be twixt these Substances, as if
there was a real communication betweene them. So that the Body acting
constantly by its owne Laws of Mechanisme without receiving any Variation
or change therein from any Action of the Soul dos yet always correspond to
the Passions and Perceptions which the Soul hath. And the Soul, in like
Manner, tho not operated upon by the Motions of Matter, has yet at the
same time that the Body Acts according to its Laws of Mechanisme, certain
Perceptions or Modifications which fail not to answer thereunto. (Leibniz
1923: 585401)"

Masham understands that since simple beings are unextended, immaterial,
and completely independent of bodies, Leibniz must give an account of
how it is that they seem to interact with bodies. For Leibniz, the story
involves a pre-established harmony between the perceptions of monads
and the phenomena of body. God sets up a perfect correspondence
between these two realms. Masham believes that Leibniz’s system of pre-
established harmony is consistent with God’s wisdom. However, she does
not think that this means it is true. She criticises Leibniz’s claim to truth in
away similar to her criticisms of Malebranche’s occasionalism. In her letter
of 3 June 1704, she writes,

' All references to the Masham-Leibniz correspondence are from Leibniz (1923), although the whole
correspondence may also be found in Leibniz (1965), a partial translation is available in Leibniz
(1998), and all of Masham’s letters are collected in Atherton (1994). Masham’s letters are written in
English and Leibniz’s in French. There is currently no complete English translation of Leibniz’s side
of the correspondence.



20 MARCY P. LASCANO

But it appears not yet to me that This is more than an Hypothesis; for as
Gods ways are not limited by our Conceptions; the unintelligibleness or
inconceivablness by us of any way but one, dos not, methinks, much induce
a Beleefe of that, being the way which God has chosen to make use of. Yet
such an inference as this from our Ignorance, I remember P. Malebranche
(or some other assertor of his Hypothesis) would make in behalf of occa-
sional causes: to which Hypothesis, amongst other exceptions, I think there
is one, which I cannot, without your help, see, but that yours is alike liable
to. And that is, from the Organization of the Body: wherin all that Nice
Curiositie that is discoverable seeming Useless: becomes Superfluous and
lost labour. (Leibniz 1923: 585401)

Here, we see Masham claiming that to move from framing a hypothesis
that fits with some of the data to affirming its truth is a mistake. She calls it
an ‘inference from our ignorance’ (a criticism she makes of Malebranche’s
view as well), because we cannot know all the possible ways in which God
might work in the world. Moreover, she claims that Leibniz’s pre-
established harmony has the same fault as Malebranche’s occasionalism
in that it makes God’s works superfluous. She repeats her claims that God’s
ways are beyond our understanding in a later letter dated 8 August 1704.

But if you infer the Truth of this Notion onely from its being the most
Agreable one that you can Frame to that Attribute of God, this, Singly,
seemes to me not to be Concludeing: Since we can, in my opinion, onely
infer from thence that whatsoever God dos must be according to infinite
Wisdome: but are not able with our short and narrow Views to determine
what the operations of an Infinitely Wise Being must be. (Leibniz 1923:
585601)

The limitations of human knowledge make it impossible to know the
mechanisms by which God has set up the world. However, Masham thinks
that it is clear that some systems are more fitting of God’s wisdom and
justice than others. While she seems to prefer Leibniz’s pre-established
harmony to Malebranche’s occasionalism, it is also clear that she thinks
there is little reason or evidence for believing either of them to be true. Her
primary reason for this is that they both seem to make God’s creation,
which she sees as good and useful, largely useless. Masham’s criticisms of
the Malebranchean and Leibnizian views of causation turn on our inability
to know that they are true and the ways in which they conflict with what we
know from experience and revelation about God and his creation. We will
now turn to Masham’s positive views concerning metaphysical topics.
Masham’s views in metaphysics are confined to those topics that are
necessary or conducive to understanding our place in the world and our
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duty to God and creatures. We will see that Masham’s views are based on
experience of the world, in keeping with a significant amount of epistemic
modesty, and are confined to things we know to be consistent with God’s
nature.

Metaphysical Views: Mind and Body, God, and Freedom

As noted earlier, Masham criticises the causal views of both Malebranche
and Leibniz. However, in the correspondence with Leibniz, Masham puts
forth her own hypothesis regarding the relationship between mind and
body. Hers allows for the real interaction between minds and bodies
because they have something in common — extension. She begins by
claiming that unextended substance is something inconceivable. She writes
in her letter of 8 August 1704,

. and Extension is to me, inseparable from the notion of all substance.
I am yet sensible that we ought not to reject truths because they are not
imaginable by us (where there is ground to admit them). But truth being but
the attributing certain affections conceiv’d to belong to the subject in
question. I can by no meanes attribute any thing to a subject whereof
I have no conception at all; as I am conscious to my self I have not of
unextended substance ... from whence I can affirm or deny any thing
concerning it. (Leibniz 1923: 585601)

Unextended substance is something inconceivable and therefore we cannot
say what attributes such a thing may have. Masham takes our inability to
conceive of an unextended substance as a reason for rejecting them.
Moreover, all our experience is of extended substances. This leads her to
claim that we have reason to believe that all substances are extended. Her
most extended discussion of substance is contained in this letter of
8 August 1704. She writes,

... but my owne Beleefe that there is no substance whatever unextended is
(as I have already said), grounded upon this that I have no conception of
such a thing. I cannot yet but conceive two very different substances to be in
the universe, tho exstnsion alike agrees to them both. For I clearly conceive
an extension without soliditie, and a solid extension: to some system of
which last if it should be affirm’d that God did annex thought, I see no
absurditie in this from there being nothing in extension and impenetrability
or soliditie, from whence thought can naturally, or by a train of causes be
deriv’d; the which I beleeve to be demonstrable it cannot be. But that was
never suppos’d by me; and my question in the case would be this: whether
god could not as conceivably by us as create an unextended substance, and
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then unite it an extended substance (wherein, by the way, there is methinks
on your side two difficulties for one) whether God, I say, could not as
conceivably by us as his Doing this would be, add (if he so pleas’d) the
Power of Thinking to that substance which has soliditie. Soliditie and
thought being both of them but attributes of some unknown substance
and I see not why it may not be one and the same which is the common
support of Both These; there appearing to me no contradiction in a so
existence of thought and soliditie in the same substance. Neither can
I apprehend it to be more inexplicable that God should give thought to
a substance which I know not, but whereof I know some of its attributes,
than to another, suppos’d, substance of whose very Being I have no con-
ception at all, and that any substance whatsoever should have thought
belonging to it, or resulting from it, otherwise than as God has will'd it
shall have so, I cannot apprehend. (Leibniz 1923: §85601—2)

In this part of the letter, Masham claims that she can conceive of two types of
substance in the world: (1) non-solid extension, and (2) solid extension.”
By non-solid extension, it seems likely that Masham is referring to spiritual
substance, as in a mind or soul. However, Masham goes on to defend John
Locke’s claim from the Essay on Human Understanding (Locke 1979: 540-3)
that God might ‘superadd’ thought to matter. Here, Masham argues that
there is no contradiction in God’s adding the power of thought to matter since
itis well within God’s power to add an attribute to a substance. Moreover, she
argues that our inability to conceive of how God should do this is no barrier to
its being true, for we do not understand how God might make an unextended
substance or how he could make such a substance interact with an extended
substance. Masham suggests that there may be one substance underlying the
attributes of both thought and substance. This statement would have imme-
diately brought to Leibniz’s mind Spinoza’s view that God, or Nature, is one
substance that contains the attributes of thought and extension (among
infinite other attributes). Spinoza’s view was widely criticised as heretical
and atheistic. However, Masham, like Locke, claims that we do not know
the nature of substance. She notes that claims that minds/souls are unex-
tended and are interacting with extended substances pose two questions: (1)
how could something exist that is not extended, and (2) how could such an
entity interact with something that is extended? Given that we only have
access to some of the qualities of substances, and that those substances we do
know about are all extended, we do not have enough information to make
certain claims about the nature of spiritual substance is in itself.

" Masham’s assertion of both solid and non-solid extension is also reminiscent of Henry More’s views,
with which she was likely to be familiar. See Reid (2012).
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Given her views above, we can infer that human beings, for Masham, are
likely composed of two extended substances — one with solidity and one
without. She seems to hold that it is likely that it is spiritual substance that
thinks. Of course, Masham cannot claim that we can be certain of this. But
if there are two substances in union that create human beings, her view
seems to be that they must both be extended to allow for some sort of
connection and interaction between them. Thus, Masham’s solution to
mind and body interaction is to claim that these two substances (if indeed
they are two) are not completely distinct.

Masham’s views about the existence and nature of God are also based
primarily on reasoning about our experience of the world. She claims that
our love for those around us gives us reason to believe that the one who
created us also loves us. Masham writes,

And like as our own Existence, and that of other Beings, has assur’d us of the
Existence of some Cause more Powerful than these Effects; so also the
Loveliness of his Works as well assures us, that that Cause, or Author, is
yet more Lovely than they, and consequently the Object the most worthy of
our Love. (Masham 1696: 64)

Even though there are some instances of misery and pain in the world, the
overall pleasing nature of the world suffices to show us that the author loves
and cares for those creatures he creates. Masham believes that through
recognition of the pleasing nature of the world, we come to love other
creatures. This experience provides us with the idea of love, and leads us to
the belief that God, who is ultimately responsible for the existence of the
beings that bring us pleasure, loves us and we should love him. She writes
in Occasional Thoughrs,

And as we delight in our selves, and receive pleasure from the objects which
surround us, sufficient to indear to us the possession and injoyment of Life,
we cannot from thence but infer, that this Wise and Powerful Being is also
most Good, since he has made us out of nothing to give us a Being wherein
we find such Happiness, as makes us very unwilling to part therewith.
(Masham 1705: 61-2)

Since we have been provided with faculties of sensation, reflection, and
reason, and the external objects that are necessary for our pleasure and
happiness, we can infer that the first cause of the universe is good.
Moreover, Masham believes that since we can know that God gives us
pleasure, he is worthy of love, and so we have a moral duty to love him. She
writes, “The Duty then that we are taught is plainly what reason requires,
viz. That we love the most lovely Being above all others’ (Masham 1696:
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44)." Our greatest love is reserved for the most lovely being (the being who
is most pleasing to us), but this does not preclude our loving his creation.
Other created beings are pleasing to us, and we have a moral duty to love
them, as they are gifts to us from God.”

Masham also addresses the issue of the unity of God. For although she
has, up to this point, argued that the first cause of the universe is intelligent,
powerful, and good, she has not shown the cause to be a singular substance.
Masham makes the case in two parts. First, she argues that the attributes
manifest when we contemplate the universe — intelligence, wisdom, power,
and goodness — must inhere in a substance. The substance that contains
these attributes is the first cause, i.e., God. She writes,

And thus, by a consideration of the Attributes of God, visible in the Works
of the Creation, we come to a knowledge of his Existence, who is an
Invisible Being: For since Power, Wisdom, and Goodnesss, which we
manifestly discern in the production and conservation of our selves, and
the Universe, could not subsist independently of some substance for them to
inhere in, we are assur’d that there is a substance whereunto they do belong,
or of which they are the Attributes. (Masham 1705: 62)™

Masham holds that since the universe is the product of power, goodness,
and wisdom, there must be a directing mind which is the substantial first
cause of the entire universe. Second, Masham argues that we can see that
there must be one ‘steady, uniform, and unchangeable’ will that directs all
things, and that we can know this from the ‘frame and government of the
universe’ (Masham 1705: 68—9). She writes,

... the Divine Will cannot be (like ours) successive Determinations without
dependence, or connection one upon another; much less inconsistent,
contradictory, and mutable; but one steady, uniform, unchangeable result
of infinite Wisdom and Benevolence, extending to, and including All his
Works. (Masham 1705: 69)

Ultimately, Masham’s claim that we can know the unity of God rests on
two inferences, each of which is based on our experiences of the world.

'* Masham often uses the term ‘duty’ without any qualification. I believe that Masham would make no
distinction between a moral and a rational duty, although she never discusses the issue explicitly. She
does say that our natural good and our moral good are the same (Masham 1705: 78).

" Masham spends quite a bit of time in the Discourse discussing our duty to love other creatures. See,
for example, Masham (1696: 13—4, 16, and 23—4).

" Masham does not give an account of how attributes inhere in substances. However, when Leibniz
objects to Masham’s suggestion that all substances are extended, he claims that surely she holds that
God is a counterexample to her view. However, Masham does not respond to this objection. I take
her silence to indicate that she does not see God as a counterexample. For more insight on this
matter, see Sleigh (2005).
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First, we know that the properties that the first cause has must inhere in
a substance. Second, we know that there is only one substance because
otherwise we would not find the consistency and unity of laws and
purposes that we find in the universe.

In addition to what we can know through reason and experience,
Masham holds that we know through revelation that God rewards us for
our virtue and punishes us for our sins. In order for humans to be
responsible for their actions, they must be able to make some determina-
tions about which desires they will pursue. Masham holds that human
beings are free to weigh the circumstances, benefits, and possible outcomes
of their actions by the use of reason. Once we have decided what action is
best for us, we are free if we are able to act on this preference. She writes,

But God having made Men so as that they find in themselves, very often,
a liberty of acting according to the preference of their own Minds, it is
incumbent upon them to study the Will of their Maker; in an application of
the Faculty of Reason which he has given them, to the consideration of the
different respects, consequences, and dependencies of Things, so as to
discern from thence, the just measures of their actions in every circumstance
and relation they stand plac’d in. (Masham 1705: 70-1)

While it is true that all human beings desire pleasure and happiness, it is
still possible that we be mistaken about what we should do. Masham claims
that we have a liberty of acting in accordance with our preferences. Even
though she claims we often have the liberty of doing as we will, she
nowhere says that we have the liberty of willing as we please. Her few
comments about liberty all seem to confirm that she believes humans have
freedom of action rather than freedom of will, and that her position is, as
was not unusual at the time, a compatibilist view of freedom.” Masham
held that liberty was necessary in order for moral responsibility, both in this
life and the next. As Jacqueline Broad (2006: 505) writes, ‘Masham thus
affirms that liberty, or will as self-determination combined with practical
judgment, is a necessary condition for accountability’. However, it should
be noted that what she writes of liberty of action is consistent with
agnosticism regarding the extent of our freedom.™ Masham writes,

> In seventeenth-century debates, freedom of action is often described as ‘the ability to do what you
will’, while freedom of will is “the ability to will as you wish’. Freedom of action is compatible with
one’s will being subject to deterministic laws and processes, while freedom of will usually requires
that the will not be included in such causal chains.

'® Masham’s views on freedom of action are very like those of Locke (Locke 1979: 233-86). Although
Masham’s views very closely resemble Locke’s views, they also resemble her father, Ralph
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We being then indu’d, as we are, with a capacity of perceiving and distin-
guishing these differences of Things; and also with a liberty of acting, or
not, suitably and agreeably hereunto; whence we can according to the
preference of our own minds, act either in conformity to, or disconformity
with, the Will of the Creator (manifested in his Works no less than the Will
of any Humane Architect is in his) it follows, That to act answerably to the
nature of such Beings as we are, requires that we attentively examine, and
consider the several natures of Things, so far as they have any relation to our
own actions. (Masham 1705: 64)

Masham’s views on liberty may be somewhat undeveloped in her works,
but she clearly was concerned with both theological determinism and
freedom of action sufficient for moral responsibility. In the correspon-
dence with Leibniz, she worries that his ‘hypothesis’ of pre-established
harmony might not be consistent with human freedom. She writes in
a letter dated 8 August 1704,

I will, however, now mention to you one difficultie . . . Viz how to reconcile
your Systeme to Libertie or Free Agencie: for tho in regard of any compul-
sion from other causes, we are according thereto free, yet I see not how we
can be so in respect to the first mover. . . . I cannot make out Libertie either
with or without any Hypothesis whatsoever. Tho as long being persuaded
that I feel myself a free agent and that freedome to act is necessarie to our
being accountable for our actions, I not onlie conclude we are indu’d
therewith, but am very tenacious hereof. (Leibniz 1923: 585602)

Here, again, we see Masham insisting upon freedom of action. But she also
expresses the worry that, at least with respect to the system of pre-
established harmony Leibniz advocates, our freedom might not be com-
patible with God’s attributes. However, Masham does seem to think that
our inner feeling of being free, along with the knowledge that we are
morally accountable to God for our actions, is good evidence that we
are, in fact, free. In her own works, Masham argues that without the ability
to act contrary to the will of God, there would be no perfection nor any
defect in creatures. She writes,

Cudworth’s, views. It is possible that Cudworth’s views influenced Locke. Although Cudworth’s
A Treatise of Freewill was not published until 1838, Locke might have had access to the manuscript at
the Masham estate (Hutton 2015). In addition, it was fairly common that unpublished manuscripts
were passed around. Jacqueline Broad (Broad 2006) notes that there is some evidence that Masham
did not inherit her father’s manuscripts and suggests that Locke’s views on free will might have come
from Masham herself. Cudworth, although a libertarian with respect to free will, held that willing
was the self-determination of an individual that is directed towards the good, and that freedom of
the will is necessary for moral accountability. He also held that there is no distinction between
willing and understanding or intellect, but that these are powers of the self, see Cudworth (1996).
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But as without a capacity in The Creature to act contrary to the will of the
Creator there could be no defect, or self-excellency in any Created Being;
contrariety to the Will of God is therefore permitted in the Universe as
a necessary result of Creaturely imperfection, under the greatest endowment
that a Created Being is capable of having, viz. That of Freedom or Liberty of
Action: And as the constitution of such Creature, as this, implies that what is
best in reference to the design of the Creator, and of its own Happiness,
should not be always necessarily present to the Mind as Best; such
a Creature may oppose the Will of his Maker with various degrees of
Guilt in so doing; or (possibly) with none at all; for no Agent can offend
farther than he wilfully abuses the Freedom he has to act. (Masham 1705: 33)

Masham argues that the imperfection of creatures — our inability to always
judge what is best correctly — leads to willing contrary to our creator.
However, we are also given the tools necessary to improve our judgements
by the right use of reason.

As we have seen, Masham’s positive arguments with respect to meta-
physical issues concern the nature of God and humans insofar as they are
necessary to understand our duty to God, creatures, and ourselves. Her
arguments are based on reason guided by experience and revelation, and
their conclusions are limited by the extent of human knowledge.

Conclusion

While Masham is critical of metaphysics as an « priori endeavour into the
nature and essence of substances, she is happy to use experience, reason,
and revelation to discuss aspects of God and the world. She does not think
that it is useful to posit metaphysical hypotheses that cannot be known
through experience, and she has no patience for those that demean God’s
wisdom or creation. Her metaphysical concerns lie mainly in those issues
that are necessary to understand that God exists, that his creation is good
and useful, and that we have the ability to achieve virtue and happiness in
this world and the next.
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CHAPTER 2

‘Hermaphroditical Mixtures’
Margaret Cavendish on Nature and Art

Susan James

Artifice and Novelty

A striking feature of Margaret Cavendish’s natural philosophy is her
insistence that things created by the practitioners of scientific arts, such
as chemistry and microscopy, cannot rival the things to be found in
nature. These arts, she argues, ‘can put several parts together, or divide
or disjoin them’; but they ‘cannot make those parts move or work so as to
alter their proper figures and interior natures’ (Cavendish 1664b: II.12;
Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 84). In advocating this view, Cavendish partly sets
out to challenge experimentalists who claim to be able to transform the
natural world. Their aspirations, she argues, extend beyond their powers,
and their conceptions of what they can achieve are deluded.

At the root of this debate lie two venerable ontological problems about
the relation between art and nature. Can the stock of natural kinds be
enlarged by human artifice? For example, when chemists first produced
pewter or farmers began to breed mules, did they increase the number of
kinds in existence by creating new types of things? Equally, are humans
able to use artifice to produce new instances of existing natural kinds? For
example, can an alchemist create a new piece of gold by combining and
heating various natural ingredients? Aristotle had answered these questions
cautiously. According to his Physics, art can imitate nature, as when
a painted bird resembles a natural one, or else perfect nature, as when
a farmer helps nature along by planting seeds in the soil; but it cannot
equal, let alone surpass her. The painted bird cannot fly, and without
nature’s generative powers the farmer’s efforts would be in vain (Aristotle

" I am grateful for many helpful comments and suggestions on an earlier version of this chapter from
the contributors to the conference out of which the present volume arose, from the audience of
a conference on Women in the History of Philosophy at the University of Cambridge, from members
of the Women’s and Gender Studies Program at Washington and Lee University, from an anon-
ymous reviewer and from Emily Thomas. My thanks to Quentin Skinner, and to Yitzhak Melamed
who shared his knowledge of the Midrash Rabbah.
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1984: 11.8, 199a15-17). By Cavendish’s time, however, a more optimistic
attitude prevailed. According to the experimentalists she criticises, the issue
was not so much whether art could equal or surpass nature, but how, and
how far it could do so. Some chemists claimed to be able to transform one
kind of metal into another and even to generate new life. At the same time,
experimentalists inspired by the Baconian programme, including the
group of investigators associated with the Royal Society, were convinced
that not only chemistry, but a whole range of experimental arts could
replicate existing natural things, and sometimes create new kinds. ‘If any
skilful servant of nature shall bring force to bear on matter’, Bacon had
asserted, ‘and shall vex it and drive it to extremities as if with the purpose of
reducing it to nothing, then will matter (since annihilation or true destruc-
tion is not possible except by the omnipotence of God), finding itself in
these straits, turn and transform itself into strange shapes’ (Bacon 1890:
726; Weeks 2007: 134). This view of art’s potential is echoed, for example,
in Robert Boyle’s observation, alluded to by Cavendish, that ‘If Adam were
now alive, and should survey that great variety of man’s productions, that is
to be found in the shops of artificers, the laboratories of chemists and other
well-furnished magazines of art, he would admire to see what a new world,
as it were, or set of things has been added to the primitive creatures by the
industry of his posterity’ (Boyle 1999).

Cavendish opposes this conception of the power of art throughout her
natural philosophy, but her most concentrated engagement with it is
contained in her Observations on Experimental Philosophy and in its
companion text, Ihe Blazing World (Cavendish 2003). The first of
these works aims to vindicate a more sceptical attitude to artifice and
a greater reverence for nature by showing that some of the leading virtuosi
of the Royal Society, including Robert Boyle, Henry Power and Robert
Hooke, have misunderstood the implications of their own experiments.
Rather than surpassing nature by creating new natural kinds, or even
replicating existing kinds by artificial means, their arts deform nature by
generating ‘hermaphroditical mixtures’ that they mistake for natural
things (Cavendish 2001: 197-8).

In a sophisticated intellectual milieu captivated by novelties, Cavendish’s
outlook was liable to appear old-fashioned and under-informed. Although,
as Peter Dear has argued, she did not defend the Aristotelian view of the
relation between art and nature to the letter, she must nevertheless have
seemed bent on reviving its spirit (Dear 2007: 132); and some of the
experimental scientists she attacked would no doubt have shared the view
recently voiced by William Newman, who characterises Cavendish’s
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position as ‘a reductio ad absurdum of the arguments usually mustered
against the chymical art’ (Newman 2005: 284). However, before we can
assess her view, we need to know what she was trying to achieve.
Cavendish does indeed set out to show that chemists and microscopical
experimenters are unable to transform nature; but since her aim is not
merely to discredit their claims, her critique of the experimental arts
cannot simply be dismissed in Newman’s terms. As well as standing
against prevailing opinion, Cavendish opens up an existing seventeenth-
century discussion by turning her critical gaze onto the desires and
aspirations of artificers. What drives chemists or microscopists to try to
rival nature, she asks, and why do so many of them delude themselves
about the extent of their achievements?

Part of the answer lies in ordinary epistemological failings. However, as
I argue in this chapter, Cavendish also uncovers an erotic component of
the desire to emulate and surpass nature’s powers, which she expresses in
her description of the fruits of experimental art as ‘hermaphroditical
mixtures’. In addition to criticising experimental artificers on epistemo-
logical grounds, she shifts the terms of debate by offering a diagnosis of
the desires that lead them to try to master nature; and in the long
narrative that spans the Observations and Blazing World she considers
how their desires can be satisfied. According to her account, there is
nothing wrong with the desires themselves, which, like everything else,
are part of nature. Rather, the problem lies in the way that artificers strive
to realise them. As the Observations explains, the experimental sciences
cannot equal nature, so that practitioners who try to exercise their creativity
through these arts are bound to be frustrated. However, as the Blazing World
goes on to illustrate, nature has given us the imaginative means to create new
things and, by doing so, to satisfy the erotic desires that underlie our efforts
to surpass the natural world. The art of imagining, of which Blazing World is
a manifestation, can compensate us for the limitations of the experimental
arts, and satisfy the misdirected desires that generate opposition between art
and nature.

In defending this interpretation, I build on a rich set of explorations,
both of the gendered character of Cavendish’s natural philosophy (Clucas
2014; Cottegnies 2014; Keller 1997: 450-1; Sarasohn 2010: 158-63) and of
the relationship between Observations and Blazing World. However, three
strands of recent research are particularly pertinent. First, I follow a group
of authors who have observed, as Tien-yi Chao puts it, that the principle
of ‘nature before art’ is, for Cavendish, ‘a fundamental principle, to be
implemented in both philosophical reasoning and literary writing’ and is
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defended throughout the Observations and the Blazing World (Chao 2012:
73). In the latter text, I argue, Cavendish presents imagination as an
integral aspect of nature that can make up for the limitations of the
experimental arts, and release their practitioners from the destructive
illusion that their arts can outdo nature.

My argument also resonates with Chao’s proposal that, despite
Cavendish’s resolutely critical attitude to the alchemical tradition, she is
in some ways indebted to it (Chao 2009). This is not immediately obvious.
For example, as Stephen Clucas has pointed out, Cavendish’s most explicit
engagement with chemistry — her discussion of Van Helmont's Oriatrike in
her Philosophical Letters — echoes Boyle’s slightly earlier comments on the
same author (Clucas 2011: 4). Like Boyle, she objects to Van Helmont’s
obscure language, and questions the validity of some of his experiments.
But whereas Boyle accepts a version of Van Helmont’s view that chemistry
can transform nature, Cavendish reiterates her central thesis. “‘Your Author,
being a Chymist, is much for the Art of Fire, although it is impossible for
Art to work as Nature doth; for Art makes of natural Creatures artificial
Monsters, and doth oftener obscure and disturb Natures ordinary actions,
then prove any Truth in Nature’ (Cavendish 1664b: IIL.12). Because
Cavendish repeatedly emphasises the deficiencies of the chemical tradition,
it is easy to overlook the extent to which it permeates her own outlook.
Chao seeks to redress this balance by offering an alchemical reading of the
Blazing World. The conception of nature defended by the Empress, she
contends, is also articulated in alchemical works by Paracelsus and
Sendivogius, which Cavendish could in principle have read (Chao 2009:
66—-9). I offer a different kind of support for this strand of interpretation by
identifying another of Cavendish’s alchemical debts: the conception of the
hermaphrodite that figures in her critique of experimental philosophy.
Commentators have remarked on the use of this image as a symbol of
illusion and deformity (Fox Keller 1980), and Dear has illuminated its
overall place in Cavendish’s philosophy. As he points out, she construes
nature as feminine, and thus aligns art with the masculine (Dear 2007: 133).
However, as far as [ am aware, there is no systematic account of the role
that the image plays in Observations and Blazing World. By tracing its
fortunes, I suggest, we can extend our understanding of the philosophical
argument about the relation between nature and art that is enfolded in
these texts.

After summarising the most relevant features of Cavendish’s ontology,
I focus on her claim that chemists produce hermaphroditical mixtures
rather than natural things. I trace the source of this image and indicate how
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Cavendish uses it to assess both the achievements and the motives of
practising chemists. I then show how she uses a parallel range of arguments
to criticise microscopy before turning to her central aim: that of explaining
how experimental artificers can satisfy the desires that underlie their
aspiration to create new things by turning to the art of fiction. In the
final section of the chapter I show how Cavendish spells out this strategy in
the Blazing World.

Classifying Natural Things

Cavendish develops her critique of the experimental arts against
a background conception of the natural world as orderly and infinitely
productive. Nature, she argues, is an organised whole made up of living
and self-moving bodies that all belong to a single ontological kind and are
composed of three types of matter: inanimate, sensitive and rational.
Furthermore, nature is infinitely productive and delights in her own
variety. Her orderliness is reflected in the fact that the number of species
is fixed. (All species last as long as nature does, and the human species, for
example, ‘is as lasting as the sun, moon and stars’ (Cavendish 1668: 11, 234;
Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 132).) But because natural motions are not entirely
regular and allow for infinite variation, no two individuals of a given
species are exactly alike, and things of a given kind can differ from one
another in an infinite number of ways (Cavendish 1668: 31). This diversity
makes it easy to misclassify things. For example, we may mistakenly infer
that blue and white diamonds are separate minerals, or wonder whether
black moors, ‘who seem a kind of race of men different from the white’,
were produced by Adam (Cavendish 2001: 115). Equally, we may wrongly
conclude that individuals who seem to us to be monsters are unnatural,
when in fact they are simply the result of irregular though natural motions
that cause them to deviate from what we regard as the norm.

A further source of confusion derives from what some of Cavendish’s
contemporaries describe as ‘middling things’, which combine the features
of two different species. According to John Weemes, for example, the bat is
between creeping things and fowls and the hermaphrodite between man
and woman (Weemes 1632), while Benjamin Spencer adds that mandrakes
are of a middle nature between a plant and living creature, while amphi-
bians are between flesh and fish (Spencer 1659). Cavendish extends this list:
flying fish, she claims, are part beasts and part fish, bats combine the
properties of mice and birds and owls those of birds and cats (Cavendish
1668: 164, 171). But these creatures are not exceptions to nature’s rule. They
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have their own figurative motions or appearances, their own interior
natures or capacities, and are thus natural species in their own right.
However, because ‘man is apt to judge according to what he, by his senses,
perceives of the exterior parts of corporeal actions of objects, and not by
their interior difference’, we sometimes misinterpret the ontological struc-
ture of the natural world (Cavendish 2001: 115).

Alongside their diversity, natural things have certain common features,
of which one of the most crucial is the power to reproduce ‘from the
producers’ own parts’ (Cavendish 1668: 233). Natural bodies, as Cavendish
conceives them, possess the power to alter themselves by ‘patterning out’
the figures of other bodies, as when the snow ‘patterns out’ the figure of the
sole of a boot, or the eye patterns out the figure of a face. But they also
reproduce themselves through ‘a mutual transformation of all figures and
parts of nature’ (Cavendish 1664b: IIl.10). Where two individuals of the
same species unite to generate their offspring, parents and children resem-
ble one another ‘in their interior and exterior figures’. But reproduction
does not always conform to this pattern; ‘not everything doth always
produce its like’, and in some cases an individual of one species generates
an individual of another, with its own exterior form and intellectual nature
(Cavendish 1668: 39). The production of maggots by cheese, minerals by
the earth, or worms by fruit and flowers, not only illustrate nature’s infinite
generative capacity but also remind us of how little we know about its
interior operations.

Cavendish’s assessment of the relation between art and nature is
shaped by this philosophical outlook, and by an accompanying reverence
for the complexity and variety of natural motions (Cavendish 1662: 162—3;
Cavendish 1668 29: 117; Detlefsen 2009: 430—4; Walters 2009: 256). She
agrees with her opponents that art can mimic nature by making things that
superficially resemble natural things, can assist nature by facilitating or
speeding up natural processes of production, and can produce useful com-
binations of materials such as ships or necklaces that do not pretend to be
natural kinds (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 84; Cavendish 1668: 39). But when it
comes to the question of whether art can transform a thing of one kind
into a thing of another, or add to the existing stock of natural kinds, she
parts company with them. While they claim that artificial processes can
join distinct types of bodies ‘under a new form’, thus creating new kinds
of things that are not merely mixtures of their components, but rather, as
Bacon puts it, ‘properly an union’, Cavendish insists, as we have seen,
that art can never do more than mix components (Bacon 1872: 93—4).
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This unwavering conviction is partly grounded on Cavendish’s belief
that, because we cannot perceive the great variety of actions that are
constantly occurring in every part of every natural creature, we cannot
fully understand the inner natures of things. We can therefore never be sure
whether things that we create really match their natural counterparts, and
thus whether we have succeeded in replicating nature, whose ‘waies and
originals are utterly unknown’ (Cavendish 1653a: 176; Cavendish 1664b:
IV.24; Cavendish 2003: 42-3). By itself, this appeal to ignorance is weak,
but it makes more sense when allied to Cavendish’s observations about
nature’s generative power. As we have seen, one of the defining features of
natural things is their capacity to reproduce. Echoing Aristotle’s observa-
tion that, if you plant a wooden bed, the natural material of which the bed
is made may sprout, but the bed, a product of artifice, will not produce
a bed (Aristotle 1984: II.1.193a13-16), Cavendish implies that this is a crucial
difference between the products of nature and those of the experimental
arts. While natural things reproduce, artefacts do not (Cavendish 1664b:
I.45). For example, while a farmer may cross a donkey with a horse to
produce a mule, the mule is sterile; and while a chemist may make pewter
by heating tin and lead, pewter is not naturally produced or reproduced,
as Cavendish believes that minerals are. Such cases provide support for
the generalisation that the inner natures of artefacts are not the same as
those of natural things, so that, in this respect, art fails to imitate nature.
Furthermore, the inability of artefacts to reproduce shows that they lack
the internal unity of natural things and are merely artificial mixtures.
Pewter, for example, is just a mixture ‘between tin and lead’ (Cavendish
2001: 14), and mules mix up the properties of horses and donkeys without
constituting a distinct species (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 232). So, whereas
a housewife who uses milk to make cheese taps into nature’s ability to
transform one kind of thing into another and benefits from her fecundity,
a chemist who strives to make new metals vainly attempts to ‘enforce
nature and make her go out of her natural pace’ by redirecting her power
(Cavendish 1653a: 176). Rather than assisting in the creation of a natural
thing, capable of playing its part in the reproductive cycle of nature, he
produces something sterile.

Hermaphroditical Mixtures

Cavendish could, in principle, have made the image of sexual sterility
explicit. In fact, however, she incorporates it in the more arresting metaphor
of hermaphroditical mixture on which we have already touched. ‘T call
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artificial effects hermaphroditical, that is partly natural and partly artificial:
Natural because art cannot produce anything without natural matter . . ;
but artificial because it works not after the way of natural productions’
(Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 198). Why, though, does Cavendish’s argument
take this turn? Her train of thought draws, I suspect, on the works of
Paracelsan chemists, who hold that their arts of transforming base metal
into gold and creating living things involve the conjoining of a male and
female principle, and attribute the power to unite the two to Mercury or
Hermes. Sometimes, Mercury is represented as a hermaphrodite who
personifies this union; in other accounts, he is simply the possessor of the
masculine power on which it depends. In either case, he lends his power
to chemists, endowing them with the capacity to transform one thing
into another, whether by summoning a hermaphroditic being or Rebus,
creating a homunculus or living man, restoring the dead to life or
transforming base metals into gold (Long 2006: 117).

The various forms of transformation that chemists claim to achieve are
therefore associated with the idea of sexual unification. But so, too, is their
own power, and in conceiving of themselves as conjoining male and female
principles chemists express an underlying aspiration to unite the two that
they find in a range of ancient myths. For example, alongside his invoca-
tions of Mercury, Paracelsus draws on a rabbinical interpretation of Genesis
v. 2, in which Adam is represented as a hermaphrodite. ‘Rabbi Jeremiah
b. Leazar said: When the Holy One, blessed be He, created Adam, he
created him an hermaphrodite, for it is said, Male and female created he
them and called their name Adan’ (Freedman and Simon 1939: 54; Almond
1999: 4-8). The philosopher’s stone, Paracelsus now infers, is both a ‘fiery
and perfect Mercury extracted by nature and art’ and at the same time ‘the
artificially prepared and truly hermaphrodite Adam’, a reproductively self-
sufficient being that ‘copulates by itself . . . marries itself and conceives in
itself’ (Paracelsus 1659: 51; Paracelsus 1976: 67). The stone, and by implica-
tion the chemist, are thus endowed with the power to unite opposing
sexual principles by two hermaphroditical figures, Mercury and also Adam,
‘the inventor of all the arts” (Paracelsus 1976: 48).

Chemistry is one of the main targets of Cavendish’s attack on the view
that art can surpass nature, and her objections to it are sensitive to these
sexual connotations. By criticising its experimental credentials, she opens
the way to a deeper exploration of its practitioners’ motivations. Echoing
a widespread scepticism, Cavendish doubts that it is possible to create
gold by artificial means and dismisses the chemists” claims on behalf of
the philosopher’s stone as expressions of hope rather than assurance
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(Cavendish 1664b: I11.13). Their experiments fail to establish that heating
metals in a furnace can do more than rarefy them, and do not show that
their techniques can convert one substance or form into another
(Cavendish 1664b: IIL.5). Equally, there is no good reason to suppose
that they can restore the dead or create living things; what Paracelsus
describes as a homunculus is more likely to be ‘some dregs gathered
together into a form’, which he then ‘persuaded himself was like the
shape of a man’ (Cavendish 1653a: 176). In short, chemical art has not
shown that its products are more than mixtures, which superficially
resemble natural things but lack their inner forms.

In describing these mixtures as hermaphroditical, Cavendish implicitly
subverts the chemists’ sense of their own power. While they conceive of
themselves as endowed with the extraordinary ability to generate herm-
aphroditical beings in which male and female are seamlessly united,
Cavendish represents their products as sexually fragmented assortments
of male and female traits. This criticism is not unprecedented. According
to Charles Estienne, for example, cross-breeding fruit trees couples two
natures in one and creates a fruit that is mongrel or hermaphrodite
(Estienne 1616). Furthermore, as Estienne makes clear, the criticism carries
connotations of deformity and impurity that are associated with hermaph-
rodites throughout seventeenth-century culture. Ancient opinions, such as
Aristotle’s contention that hermaphrodites have a male breast and nipple
on the left and a female on one the right, are endlessly repeated, and the
‘mixed’ genitalia of those identified as hermaphrodites are routinely classi-
fied into four types (Paré 1634: 973; Laqueur 1992: 135). In the English
Parnassus, Joshua Poole defines ‘hermaphrodite’ as ‘ambiguous, promiscu-
ous, sex-confused, mongrel, neuter, effeminate’ (Poole 1657: 111), so that
the shadow of monstrosity is never far away. The term is disparagingly
applied to men who have long hair, love music or have gentle dispositions,
and to women who are ‘Virago-roaring girls’, fail to cover their hair, cross-
dress, or occupy positions of authority. Unsurprisingly, the deep anxiety
that these disciplinary strategies reveal is also reflected in the law, where
hermaphrodites pose difficulties in relation to marriage and inheritance.
In response, legal authorities argue that anyone classified as a hermaphro-
dite must make a binding decision to ‘become’ male or female, ‘according
to the predominance of their sex’ (Edgar 1632: 5).

When Cavendish describes the products of chemistry as hermaphrodi-
tical mixtures she draws on this disturbing penumbra of meaning, in which
hermaphrodites are portrayed as not fully male or fully female, not one
thing or another, and also as individuals whose sexuality is concealed and
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thus misleading. Picking up the first aspect of this image, she plays on the
view that the hermaphrodite stands between man and woman in her claim
that chemical mixtures form ‘a third figure between nature and art’
(Cavendish 2001: §3). Exploiting the second aspect, she transposes the
supposedly deceptive appearance of the hermaphrodite onto the products
of chemistry. Chemists confuse mixtures with natural things, she contends,
‘as if they were to mistake a doll made of paste, wax and gummed silk for
a living child” (Cavendish 2001: 114).

To some extent, the chemists’ error results from ordinary mistakes such
as inaccurate perceptions or invalid inferences. But in Cavendish’s view it
also flows from a deeper failure to acknowledge that chemistry itself is a
hermaphroditical mixture, a mélange of nature and artifice. While practi-
tioners regard it as a unified practice, whose power and efficacy is proved by
its extraordinary ability to transform nature, she condemns it as a jumble of
artificial or experimental techniques that are unsuccessfully brought to bear
on natural things. Rather than tapping into nature’s motions and enhan-
cing the changes they produce, the chemists distort the natural things
on which they work and produce artificial monsters. Cavendish’s appeal
to hermaphroditic mixtures therefore belongs to a subversive strategy
designed to undermine the pretensions of chemistry by pitting one set of
symbolic associations against another. To discredit the Paracelsan image
of the hermaphrodite who unifies and transcends sexual difference, she
draws on a popular conception of hermaphroditism as a condition of
unresolved incompleteness. Far from uniting or transforming natural
things, chemistry disorders nature.

It is rare for a seventeenth-century writer to reject chemistry as whole-
heartedly as Cavendish does, but many of her contemporaries shared at
least some of her reservations. They also doubted chemistry’s more
extravagant claims, and questioned the explanatory power of the arcane
forces to which practitioners appealed (Cavendish 1664b: II1.2, IIL.s.).
Cavendish’s attack was therefore part of a broader debate. To a lesser
extent, the same is true of her parallel critique of a second experimental
art, namely microscopy (Wilkins 2014: 7). A number of authors had
raised doubts about the validity of microscopical observations, but
again, Cavendish carries them to unusual heights. When she contends
that such ‘toyish’ investigations are also a hermaphroditical travesty of
art, she is on relatively unfamiliar ground (Cavendish 1668: 294).

Like the argument that we have traced so far, this critique has two
connected aspects, one to do with microscopic images, the other with the
art of microscopy itself. Addressing the first, Cavendish starts from the
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widely accepted claim that, when we view an object under a microscope,
we only perceive what Sydenham calls ‘the outer husks of the things
we would know” and do not penetrate to their inner natures (Sydenham
1848: ii.171). Developing her position, Cavendish next introduces the more
troubling suggestion that microscopy may not accurately reveal the sur-
faces of things. “The question’, she asserts, is ‘whether it can represent the
exterior shapes and motions so exactly, as naturally they are’ (Cavendish
2001 [1668]: 50). After all, objects under a microscope look different
when viewed from diverse angles and in various lights, so that, as Hooke
had explained in the Preface to his book of engravings, Micrographia,
he had had to combine a number of microscopic images to capture the
‘true forms’ of things (Hooke 1665: f2; Keller 2009: 454). Furthermore,
appearances vary from one lens to another. ‘A glass that is flawed, cracked
or broke, or cut into the figure of lozenges, triangles, squares of the like,
will present numerous pictures of one object’ (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 50).
Cavendish knew from experience that microscopists have to try to
surmount these familiar obstacles, but she also goes on to voice a deeper
reservation. When we look at a natural object through a microscope, she
points out, we do not observe it directly: ‘it is not the body of the object
which the glass presents’. Instead, we see an image of the object reflected
through alens: ‘the glass only figures or patterns out the picture presented
by and in the glass’ (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 51). The resulting image or
figure is therefore the fruit of mixing a natural process — ordinary vision —
with an artificial one — the interposition of a lens. And in Cavendish’s
view, this is enough to discredit the image itself. It is ‘a hermaphroditical,
that is mixt figure, partly artificial and partly natural’ (Cavendish 2001
[1668]: 50).

By describing microscopic images in these terms, Cavendish indicates
that she regards them, not as natural things, but rather as ontological
distortions of nature’s operations, brought about by meddling artificers.
However, her principal objection to the use of lenses in philosophical
investigation is epistemological (Keller 1997: 450). As we have seen, she
is convinced that chemists have a delusory conception of their art. They
believe they are creating new kinds of things on a par with those created
by nature, when in fact they are only producing hermaphroditical
mixtures. Analogously, microscopists believe that they have created an
artificial form of vision, superior to the one with which nature has
endowed us. But this, too, is a mistake, because microscopic images
are also only hermaphroditical mixtures. While Cavendish does not go
so far as to claim that all such images lack veracity — ‘T do not say that no
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glass presents the true picture of an object’ — she nevertheless takes
distortion to be the rule rather than the exception (Cavendish 2001
[1668]: 50). Since optic glasses ‘oftentimes present falsely the picture
of an exterior object’, representing its figure in so ‘monstrous a shape, as
it may appear misshapen rather than natural’, the safest course is to
avoid them (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: s0-1). “Wherefore the best optic is
a perfect natural eye and a regular sensitive perception’ (Cavendish 2001
[1668]: 53).

Microscopists such as Power or Hooke, who ignore this advice, over-
reach themselves when they claim to know what the eye of a fly really
looks like, just as chemists are deluded when they claim to be able to
transform base metal into gold. Both sets of practitioners fail to recognise
that their knowledge claims are the outcome of distorting arts that ‘blind
the understanding and make the judgment stagger’, and are duped by
their faith in artifice (Cavendish 1662: I11.13). Led on by desire for the
kind of power that nature exercises when she creates unified natural
kinds, experimenters comfort themselves with the fantasy that they, too,
are capable of achieving this feat. In doing so, they generate the illusion that
art can dominate nature.

In the light of this conclusion, Cavendish calls for a reconsideration of
the ontological relation between nature and art. Within natural philoso-
phy, that ‘rational search and enquiry into the causes of natural effects’,
fantasies such as the ones that chemists and microscopists indulge in are
a serious failing, to be avoided at all costs (Cavendish 2003: 5). If these
experimenters are to contribute to philosophical enquiry, they will have
to scale back their ambitions and concentrate on what they can soberly
establish to be the case. However, the capacity to form desires that go
beyond our existing achievements and imagine that they are already
realised is part of our nature; and, as we can infer from the currency
and persistence of the experimental delusions that Cavendish has identi-
fied, it can be intensely pleasurable. Since this feature of human life is
a natural one and is not going to disappear, Cavendish contends, we need
to consider how people can experience the satisfactions of imagining
without running the risk of philosophical error. Happily, nature has
provided one. By cultivating the art of fancy or fiction, a man may
frame ideas ‘in his own mind, ... without regard whether the things he
fancies be really existent without his own mind or not’. While ‘reason
searches the depth of nature and enquires after the true cause of natural
effects, fancy creates of its own accord whatever it pleases and delights in
its own work’ (Cavendish 2003: 5).
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Imagination and Artifice

With this reassurance, Cavendish shifts her readers’ attention away from
the experimental arts to a materialist analysis of art in general. All arts are
part of nature and, when properly practised, contribute to her power to
produce an infinite sequence of individual bodies. Furthermore, these
bodies are of a single ontological type. Whether they are grains of sand,
dandelions or human beings, they are composed of self-moving matter
and possess, to a greater or lesser degree, the capacity to move in the various
ways that constitute sensing, imagining and reasoning. The power to ima-
gine, then, is not confined to a few natural species. On the contrary, it is
ubiquitous, and each individual body exercises its fancy in its own fashion.
Although we are often unable to imagine how other species imagine or what
they fantasise about, the imaginings of minerals and plants, for example, are
among the manifestations of nature’s infinite productivity (Cavendish 1668:
29). Equally, when we imagine, we do not go against nature or disrupt her
orderly motions. Rather, in accordance with the Aristotelian definition of
art, we imitate nature by imagining objects that resemble her own creations,
and perfect her by increasing her variety.

If, as Cavendish argues, many of the claims made by chemists and
microscopists lack a rational foundation, they have no place in natural
philosophy; but, as products of imagination, they fit comfortably into the
art of fiction. In a domain where we do not have to worry whether the
objects of our fancy exist, a chemist can safely imagine that a mixture is, as
Bacon puts it, ‘properly an union’. Equally, though more strangely, micro-
scopists can imagine that they are seeing nature as she truly is, regardless of
the presence of an optic glass. To make this point explicit, Cavendish
conjoins her Observations on Experimental Philosophy with the fictional
Blazing World. Where the Observations repudiates the claims made by
experimenters, the Blazing World shows how they can be realised, and
thus how the desires of their creators can be satisfied. It offers them a refuge
from their inability to use the experimental arts to make bodies such as
gold, or powers such as vision, and invites them to create new tokens and
types in the only way that nature allows, through fiction.

The young woman who becomes the Empress of the Blazing World
rules over a country in which many of the artefacts that Cavendish’s
contemporaries strive to produce occur naturally, so that their arts are
rendered unnecessary. It contains, for example, ‘more gold than all the
chymists ever did, and as I verily believe, ever will be able to make’, so that
there is no need to create more by artifice (Cavendish 2003: 6); and it is
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a world where the natural vision of the creatures who inhabit the earth and
sky surpasses anything that can be seen through a microscope or telescope.
Cavendish also uses her fiction to bridge the gap between the mixtures that
she accuses experimental scientists of producing and the unified indivi-
duals that they claim to create, by filling the Blazing World with creatures
who are simultaneously mixtures and natural kinds. The Empress encoun-
ters men with azure, purple, grass-green, scarlet and orange complexions
(Cavendish 2003: 17), bear-men, worm-men, ant-men, bird-men, fish-men
and satyrs (Cavendish 2003: 10, 18), and creatures who are described as
intermediate, for example between flesh and fish. Viewed in one way, this is
a playful realisation of the experimental scientists’ desires, an arena in
which their mixtures have become the natural things they aspire to pro-
duce. At the same time, it is a fictional exploration of Cavendish’s philo-
sophical view that nature manifests her variety by combining qualities
from two distinct species to make a third. In our world, for example, an
individual of one species such as a bat may combine features of other
species such as mice and birds; but in the Blazing World this strategy runs
riot and produces a plethora of paradoxically united mixtures. The dis-
tinction between mixtures and natural kinds, and between the products of
art and those of nature, is obliterated in a fictional world that overspills the
limits of our own.

In case we should miss this point, the philosopher scientists of the
Blazing World are themselves naturalised mixtures, who follow the profes-
sions ‘most proper for the nature of their species’ (Cavendish 2003: 18).
Founding a series of scientific societies, the Empress installs the fly-men,
bear-men and worm-men as her experimental philosophers, the fox-men
as her politicians, the parrot-men as her orators, and so on, and inter-
rogates each group in turn. Her conversation with the bear-men turns on
the value of their optic glasses. Demonstrating the power of their micro-
scopes, the bear-men show the Empress magnified images of some of
Hooke’s prize exhibits (a louse, the eye of a fly, a piece of charcoal, a nettle
leaf), much as the members of the Royal Society had performed experi-
ments for Cavendish herself. Throughout this display, however, the
Empress raises a string of objections: that microscopes may not be true
informers; that some of the inferences the bear-men draw from their
observations are contradictory; that their art serves no practical purpose; and
that ‘notwithstanding their great skill, industry and ingenuity in experimen-
tal philosophy, they could yet by no means contrive such glasses, by the help
of which they could spy out a vacuum’ (Cavendish 2003: 31). The Empress’s
assessment of telescopes is initially still more critical. Claiming that they
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cause ‘more differences and divisions among [the bear-men] than ever they
had before’, she condemns them as false informers and commands the
bear-men to break them (Cavendish 2003: 26). ‘Nature’, she pronounces,
‘has made your sense and reason more regular than art has made your
glasses, for they are mere deluders, and will never lead you to the knowl-
edge of truth’ (Cavendish 2003: 27-8).

The bear-men do not try to defend the success of their optical art and
merely express the hope that, ‘in time, by long study and practice’, they
will be able to answer her objections (Cavendish 2003: 31). But they
successfully plead to be allowed to keep their instruments and continue
their investigations. “We take more delight’, they explain, ‘in artificial
delusions than in natural truths. Besides, we shall want employments for
our senses and subjects for arguments; for were there nothing but truth,
and no falsehood, there would be no occasion for dispute, and by this
means we should want the aim and pleasure of our endeavours in con-
futing and contradicting each other’ (Cavendish 2003: 28). In the Blazing
World, the optical arts do not reveal nature or enhance philosophical
understanding. Nevertheless, they are a source of pleasure and a subject
of harmless disagreement. To look through a telescope or microscope and
argue about what one has observed is like going to the theatre and then
discussing the world of the play; one enters a practice where the unswerv-
ing pursuit of truth is set aside in favour of the imaginative exploration of
possibilities. This, Cavendish implies, is what experimental philosophers
are already doing, and through her own fiction she gives them permission
to indulge themselves.

The compensation that Cavendish holds out to chemists, the ape-men
of the Blazing World, is less direct. After listening to their rambling and
inconclusive opinions, the Empress briskly rejects their central claims; but
various aspects of the Blazing World nevertheless validate the traditional
aspirations of chemistry. By imagining a realm where the qualities of gold
are acknowledged to be exceptional (the capital city, an epitome of beauty,
is built of it and the Empress’s gold ships are vital to the success of her
military campaigns), Cavendish respects rather than disparages the che-
mists’ longing to create gold out of base metal. At the same time, she
invents a substitute for the philosopher’s stone; its almost-magical powers
are bestowed on a naturally occurring, fiery sun stone that the Empress uses
to impress her subjects and terrify her enemies (Radley 2014: 161-3).
Finally, the Blazing World contains a gum (concealed in a hollow stone)
with which (in a parody of the techniques described by Paracelsians) the
ape-men are able to rejuvenate members of the Imperial race. Listening to
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their account of this process, the Empress is initially incredulous but
eventually convinced. ‘She would not have believed it’, she comments,
‘had it been a medicine prepared by art; for she knew that art, being
nature’s changeling, was not able to produce such a powerful effect, but
being the gum did grow naturally she did not so much scruple at it; for she
knew that nature’s works are so various and wonderful that no particular
creature is able to trace her ways’ (Cavendish 2003: 157). As in Cavendish’s
own world, the art of the Blazing World is only effective when it success-
fully taps into what are, in that domain, the workings of nature.

While the Empress gives students of optics carte blanche to pursue their
arts and reap the pleasures of doing so, the chemists are offered a realm in
which nature already realises many of their aspirations. The resolution of
their desires lies in the existence of what they have longed for, a world of
unlimited gold and eternal life, rather than in continuing experiment.
However, as Cavendish also acknowledges, the satisfaction that experi-
mental science delivers also derives from the delight its practitioners take in
their technological prowess. The chemists’ desire to transform nature is
partly a yearning to control the natural world and direct it to human ends.
To satisfy this ambition, Cavendish fills the Blazing World with artificial
marvels that go beyond the scientific achievements of her day. For example,
by contrast with a real-life but failed attempt to construct a submarine and
sail it up the Thames, the Empress builds a whole fleet of gold ships that
can ‘swim under water’ (Cavendish 2003: 192).

The sexual aspect of the desires that Cavendish’s critiques of chemistry
and microscopy lay bare also has its counterpart in the Blazing World.
As well as realising the chemists™ aspirations to transform mixtures into
unified things, its fictional inhabitants also play out the Paracelsan desire to
unite male and female principles into one. Cavendish distances herself
from Paracelsus’s hermaphrodite exemplars, Mercury and Adam; but she
nevertheless offers a means to satisfy the desires that these figures symbo-
lise. Within her narrative, a fictional Duchess of Newcastle becomes the
Empress’s counsellor, and with the help of some resourceful spirits the two
women’s souls travel to England, where they visit the Duchess’s husband,
the Duke of Newcastle. Their souls enter into him, so that three souls are
contained within his body; ‘and had there been but some such souls more,
the Duke would have been like the Grand Signior in his seraglio, only it
would have been a platonic seraglio’ (Cavendish 2003: 81). Before long
the souls of the Duke and Empress grow enamoured of each another, and
the Duchess becomes uneasy. Only by considering ‘that no adultery can be
committed amongst Platonic lovers’ does she manage to ‘cast forth of her



‘Hermaphroditical Mixtures’ 47

mind the idea of jealousy’ (Cavendish 2003: 81). One function of the
fictional Blazing World is therefore to render safe a range of erotic desires.
Adultery loses its sting, a single body can house male and female souls,
sex may be doubled or tripled in male and female combinations and
lovers may become, as Cavendish’s correspondent Walter Charleton
expresses it, hermaphrodites but no monsters (Charleton 1668: 70).
In fiction, the fragmented conception of the hermaphrodite that dom-
inates Cavendish’s critique of experimental philosophy is set aside in
favour of a contrasting but also current image — the hermaphrodite as
the symbol of sexual unification. The delights of this union are made
present in the conversations between the souls of the Duchess, Duke and
Empress, which were, as we learn from the Blazing World, ‘so pleasant
that it cannot be expressed” (Cavendish 2003: 81).

The implication that the aspirations of the experimental arts can only
be realised by the art of fiction is still more explicit in a further exchange
between the Duchess and the spirits of the Blazing World. Having acted
as the Empress’s adviser, the Duchess forms a desire to rule a world of her
own and asks the spirits to help her conquer one. They, however, are
surprised by her request. “We wonder’, they tell her, ‘that you desire to be
Empress of a terrestrial world ... when every creature can create an
immaterial world fully inhabited by immaterial creatures, ... and all
this within the compass of the skull’ (Cavendish 2003: 72). Moreover,
they continue, the rulers of material worlds can only derive as much
pleasure from them ‘as a particular creature is able to enjoy’; but ‘by
creating a world within yourself, you may enjoy all both in whole and in
parts . .. and enjoy as much pleasure and delight as a world can afford
you’ (Cavendish 2003: 72). Accepting this advice, the Duchess first tries
to create imaginary worlds along the lines proposed by a string of
philosophers from Thales to Hobbes; but she soon comes to the conclu-
sion ‘that no patterns would do her any good in the framing of her world’
(Cavendish 2003: 75). She therefore resolves to make a world of her own
invention that, as it happens, conforms to the principles worked out in
Cavendish’s natural philosophy. The message is clear. In the world of
material bodies that philosophy struggles to understand, we cannot
change the kinds of things that exist. Nature has not endowed us with
forms of power that she alone possesses — the power to create new natural
kinds or replicate kinds that already exist. To this extent, we are subject to
what the spirits describe as the ‘power and control’ of nature (Cavendish
2003: 72). However, our desire for novelty is itself a natural one, and
nature has given us a means to satisfy it. The imaginative arts offer us
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a way to transcend the limits of physical experiment and enjoy the
pleasures that the experimental arts deny us (Chao 2009: 70).

Conclusion

Cavendish’s attack on the arts of chemistry and microscopy appears
conservative insofar as it holds that these arts cannot transform nature;
and if this were all she had to say, her position would indeed be out of
joint with the spirit of her times. In fact, however, her negative assess-
ment of the experimental arts is only the beginning of her argument.
Adopting the stance of a critical theorist avant la lettre, she enquires into
the motives underlying these arts, representing them not just as practices
that aim to create new kinds of things, but also as manifestations of
a desire to outdo nature, sexually and otherwise. As things stand, she
contends, chemists and microscopists are failing to face the fact that their
aspirations cannot be realised, because the products of their experimental
arts cannot equal those of nature. But they do not need to suppress this
insight. Nature has provided us with arts that allow us to outstrip her, by
endowing us with the ability to imagine things that she has not created.
Experimental scientists should therefore turn to the art of fiction to
satisfy their desires.

In offering this form of compensation, Cavendish is challenging an
underlying assumption that the experimental arts are more powerful,
consequential and efficacious than their imaginative counterparts. The
real creators, she claims, are not chemists or microscopists, who wrongly
believe that they are capable of making new things, but the authors of
poems and fancies (Sadler 1997: 69—76). At the same time, Cavendish
offers a resolution of the supposed conflict between art and nature. As far
as the experimental arts are concerned, there is no conflict: nature
determines what art can do, and only nature can create new things.
Nor is there a conflict between the imaginative arts and nature. These
arts produce new things; but their creative power is part of nature. All in
all, then, there is no opposition between art and nature. Nature reigns
supreme over all the arts and licenses the only artistic creations of which
human beings are capable.



CHAPTER 3

Emilie Du Chatelet: Physics, Metaphysics and the
Case of Gravity

Andrew Janiak

1 Introduction

When Emilie Du Chatelet published her magnum opus, Institutions de
physique, in 1740, it was quickly met with excited reactions from mathema-
ticians and philosophers throughout the Continent." Within a few short
years, it was read and discussed by philosophers like Kant and Wolff and by
mathematicians like the Bernoullis, Euler and D’Alembert. It went through
subsequent editions in French (1741—42), German and Italian (both in 1743),
and was published in Paris, London, Amsterdam, Leipzig and Venice. Recent
scholarship has shown that the text was copied nearly verbatim in many
entries of Diderot and D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie — the “supreme text of the
Enlightenment” (Darnton 198s: 191) — through research conducted by Samuel
Formey, the Secretary of the Berlin Academy and the early encyclopédiste
eventually hired by Diderot.” For all its fame, however, it remains something
of an intellectual mystery. In particular, the text has always seemed to evade
categorization: even a quick glance convinces the reader that it involves an
intriguing mélange of topics from metaphysics, epistemology, experimental
physics and the measurement of force. The table of contents — extracted from
the second edition of the text in 1742 — tells the story:

1. Des principes de nos connoissances 2. De Pexistence de Dieu
3. De I’Essence, des Attributs, etc. 4. Des hypotheéses

5. De I'Espace 6. Du tems

7. Des Elémens de la Mati¢re 8. De la nature des Corps
9. De la divisibilité de la Matiére 10. De la figure, etc.

11. Du mouvement & de repos 12. Du Mouvement, cont.

" For their help in thinking about Madame Du Chatelet’s work, I'd especially like to thank Katherine
Brading, Jonny Cottrell, Marguerite Deslauriers, Karen Detlefsen, Ruth Hagengruber, Sarah
Hutton, Marcy Lascano, Christia Mercer, Andrea Reichenberger, Anne-Lisa Rey, Lisa Shapiro,
Marius Stan and Mary Terrall.

* See Maglo (2008) on the Encyclopédie, and more generally, see Detlefsen (2014) and the work in
Hagengruber, ed. (2012).

49



5O ANDREW JANIAK

13. De la Pésanteur 14. Pésanteur, cont.

15. Découvertes de Mr. N. sur pésanteur  16. De lattraction

17. Corps sur un plan incliné 18. I'Oscillation des pendules
19. Mouvement des projectiles 20. Des forces mortes

21. De la force des corps

How do the early chapters on topics in metaphysics and epistemology —
focused on the principles of knowledge, for instance, or on essences — form
a unified whole with the chapters on experiments concerning such items as
the inclined plane or the pendulum? More generally: Is this a treatise in
physics that opens with some philosophical topics, or a philosophical work
containing significant discussions of physics?

One historically available solution is to place the Institutions within
a well-known Enlightenment tradition, often associated with the later
work of Kant, in which an author attempts to reconcile broadly
Leibnizian or Wolffian metaphysical views with the physical theory of
Newton and his followers (for various details, see Iltis 1977 and
Friedman 1992). This is a common approach to Du Chatelet’s text, one
that will often specifically contend that the early chapters of her work
provide a kind of “metaphysical foundation” for the physics outlined in the
later chapters.’” This contention, in turn, reflects the widespread
Continental Enlightenment view that Newton had failed to provide his
study of nature with the proper philosophical or metaphysical support.
The task of a text like Du Chatelet’s, then, was to provide this missing
element.

This common solution to the problem of categorizing Du Chitelet’s
text is tempting;: it enables her work to be regarded as continuous with the
more famous attempts at reconciling Leibniz and Newton by Euler and
Kant. Nonetheless, if we focus on the aspect of nature that she analyzes in
the most depth, viz. the force of gravity (the subject, roughly, of chapters
13 through 19), we find a more creative perspective embedded within her
work. Rather than providing a metaphysical foundation for Newton’s
physics, one hailing primarily from the thought of Leibniz and Wollff, we
find that Du Chatelet regards Newton as failing to provide a clear
characterization of the force of gravity and its relation to matter. Du
Chatelet uses the resources of metaphysics to help provide that charac-
terization. In so doing, she provides at once a more philosophical, but
also a more systematic, physics than does Newton.

> On Du Chatelet’s connection with Wolff, see Hagengruber (2012: 27); on her connection with Euler,
see Nagel (2012: 114-19, 130).
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2 Newtonians on Gravity and Essences

Upon Newton’s death in 1727, many philosophers on the Continent
regarded his legacy as surprisingly mixed. There was a reasonably wide-
spread consensus that Newton had articulated something like the canon-
ical version of the three laws of motion that would help to shape physics
throughout the rest of the eighteenth century. His work on what he called
universal gravity was certainly fundamental to the development of phy-
sics over the next century, and indeed, his careful approach to solving
problems through the twin use of sophisticated mathematics and the
cautious use of evidence from various sources, which was exhibited so
strongly in his argument for universal gravity in the first seven proposi-
tions of Book III of the Principia, was without parallel in this time period.
Despite the centrality of Newton’s approach to universal gravity in his
own work and in future work in physics, however, there was no consensus
on the proper interpretation of his main conclusion regarding gravity.
Indeed, disputes concerning that interpretation occupied a central place
in philosophical reactions to Newton’s work throughout the rest of the
eighteenth century.

In proposition seven of Book III in the Principia, Newton writes:
“Gravity is in all bodies universally [Gravitatem in corpora universa fieri],
and is proportional to the quantity of matter in each.” This claim has
several components. The latter half of this conclusion was significant, and
the result of considerable empirical work on Newton’s part. His discovery
that the force of gravity is proportional to what he had called the guantiras
materiae in the definitions that open the work, which he also called the
mass of a body, was a crucial aspect of his startlingly novel conception of
many phenomena in nature that were previously conceived of as disparate,
from the planetary orbits to the tides to the free fall of bodies. The former
half of his conclusion has two salient aspects: First, Newton had concluded
that gravity is a universal force, that is, it was unlike other impressed forces
that involved only certain bodies, or all bodies under certain conditions;
and, second, he had contended that gravity was in, or affects, all bodies.
The first aspect of his conclusion was hotly contested by various mathe-
maticians and philosophers in his day, including especially Huygens, on

* Throughout this paper, I typically use the now standard translation of Principia mathematica by
Cohen and Whitman (Newton 1999), deviating from its familiar renderings only when necessary.
The Latin original is taken from Cohen and Koyré (Newton 1972). Newton’s argument for this
conclusion concerning universal gravity is carefully explicated by Harper (2002). My focus here will
concern the meaning of the conclusion of that argument.
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various empirical and philosophical grounds.’ The second aspect was not
just contested, but debated. What did Newton mean by this statement?
Was he arguing that all material bodies have a property called gravity? If so,
was he suggesting that matter as such has this property? Was he arguing
instead that all such bodies are affected by a certain force? Before philoso-
phers could contest Newton’s conclusion, they had to debate what it really
meant. That debate is the centerpiece of this chapter.®

If we wish to understand what Newton meant when he concluded that
Gravitatem in corpora universa fieri, one obvious place to look is in other
sections of the Principia in which he addresses relevant aspects of this
question. In the second edition of the Principia, published under the
editorship of Roger Cotes in 1713, we encounter a section that Newton
added to his text in order to clarify what he had written in the first edition,
and perhaps to defend his conclusion regarding universal gravity from its
various Continental critics, especially Huygens and Leibniz.” The section
is the famous Regulae philosophandi, the third of which reads as follows
(Newton 1999: 796; slightly modified translation):

Those qualities of bodies that cannot be intended and remitted and that
belong to all bodies on which experiments can be made should be taken as
qualities of all bodies universally ... if it is universally established by
experiments and astronomical observations that all bodies on or near the
earth gravitate toward the earth, and do so in proportion to the quantity of
matter in each body, and that the moon gravitates toward the earth in
proportion to the quantity of its matter . .. it will have to be concluded by
this third rule that all bodies gravitate toward one another . . . Yet I am by no
means affirming that gravity is essential to matter. By inherent force
I understand only the force of inertia. This is immutable. [Azzamen grav-
itatem corporibus essentialem esse minime affirmo. Per vim insitam intelligo
solam vim inertiae. Haec immutabilis est.] Gravity is diminished as bodies
recede from the earth.

This attempt at clarification in fact produced further confusion.
The reason is not hard to find, if we connect this discussion with the
conclusion noted above from proposition seven of Book III. We then
obtain the following propositions:

° For a groundbreaking discussion of Huygens’s empirical objections to Newton’s conception of
universal gravity, see Schliesser and Smith forthcoming. For more general issues, see Koyré (1968).
¢ Numerous prominent scholars in the twentieth century have discussed this set of issues — for classic
accounts, see especially Koyré (1968) and McMullin (1978); cf. also Stein (2002) for a more general,
and an unusually intriguing, perspective.

7 For their skeptical reactions to Newton’s proclamation regarding universal gravity in Book IIT of the
Principia, see especially Huygens (1944) and Leibniz’s remarks in Leibniz and Clarke (1717).
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gravity is in, or affects, all bodies;

2. rule 3 concerns the “qualities” of bodies, such as extension and impene-
trability, so placing gravity within the context of that rule suggests that
gravity, too, is a quality of some kind;

3. but in the discussion following Rule 3, Newton carefully refers to
bodies “gravitating,” which seems to be an action rather than
a quality; and,

4. finally, he muddies the waters by denying that gravity is essential to
matter.

Confusion results: Is Newton telling us that gravity is a quality, an action,
or something else? If we follow Cohen and Whitman’s helpful remarks in
their translation, we might think that Newton intends to say that “heavi-
ness” is a quality of all bodies; but that isn’t clear. The reason that Newton’s
final four sentences in the discussion following Rule 3 muddy the waters is
simply that Newton had not previously broached the question of whether
any quality under discussion was “essential” to matter, and so the denial
that he was regarding gravity in that way only confuses the reader. Rule 3
itself, moreover, does not contemplate the conditions under which some
quality of bodies ought to be considered essential, so it does not clarify the
issue either.

It is well known that Newton and Cotes saw the second edition of the
Principia through the press during the height of the controversy with
Leibniz and his followers, which was primarily, but not exclusively, focused
on the calculus priority dispute (see Bertoloni Meli 1993 on the dispute).
For that reason, one might conclude that the discussion in Rule 3 does not
represent Newton’s considered view, but rather a quick, perhaps unsuc-
cessful, attempt to shore-up the reasoning that led Newton to conclude
that gravity is a universal force, something regarded with skepticism by his
Continental readership. Indeed, from Newton’s own point of view, this
controversy revolved in part on his detractor’s contention, especially at the
hands of Leibniz, that Newton had in fact proclaimed gravity to be
essential to matter. In his anonymous review of the Royal Society’s report
on the calculus priority dispute, the so-called Account of the Commericum
Epistolicum, in 1715, Newton writes (2014: 166-67):

And yet the editors of the Acta Eruditorum: (a) have told the world that Mr
Newton denies that the cause of gravity is mechanical, and that if the spirit
or agent by which electrical attraction is performed be not the aether or
subtle matter of Descartes, it is less valuable than an hypothesis, and perhaps
may be the hylarchic principle of Dr Henry More; and Mr Leibniz: (b) hath
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accused him of making gravity a natural or essential property of bodies, and
an occult quality and miracle. By this sort of raillery they are persuading the
Germans that Mr Newton wants judgment, and was not able to invent the
infinitesimal method.

This text, written just two years after the second edition of the Principia
was published, presents us with an angry Newton, one whose deep distress
at Leibniz’s criticisms may have prevented him from thinking clearly about
these topics.

As it turns out, however, Newton’s failure to clarify his own science of
nature in this specific respect was not the result of his theory’s embroilment
in a dispute with Continental philosophers. Indeed, Newton was not much
clearer in his thinking about this especially significant issue even in private
correspondence with sympathetic readers many years before the contro-
versy over the calculus consumed him. For instance, when Richard Bentley
was preparing the text of his Boyle lectures for publication in 1692, he
exchanged letters with Newton in the hopes of getting him to clarify some
of the most significant philosophical and theological implications of the
science of the Principia.” Typically, this correspondence is discussed in the
context of ongoing debates concerning Newton’s apparently vexed attitude
toward action at distance in nature.” But it is also especially remarkable for
the window that it provides us into Newton’s thinking about the status of
gravity, independently of questions concerning action at a distance:

It is inconceivable that inanimate brute matter should, without the media-
tion of something else, which is not material, operate upon and affect other
matter without mutual contact, as it must be, if gravitation in the sense of
Epicurus, be essential and inherent in it. And this is one reason why I desired
you would not ascribe innate gravity to me. That gravity should be innate,
inherent, and essential to matter, so that one body may act upon another at
a distance through a vacuum without the mediation of anything else, by and
through which their action and force may be conveyed from one to the
other, is to me so great an absurdity, that I believe no man who has in

# Bentley gave the first Boyle lectures concerning Christianity and the new science in 1692 — they were
endowed in Robert Boyle’s will — and wrote to Newton to ask for his guidance in understanding
some of the principal implications of his new science of nature. Although they were originally private,
the letters were first published in the eighteenth century and have since become a major source for
our understanding of Newton’s interpretation of his science — see Bentley (1842 and 1976).

The question of action at a distance in Newton’s physics has received a tremendous amount of
scholarly attention. The best general account of the topic as it arises throughout the history of physics
is Hesse (1961). In Janiak (2008), I argued that Newton was actually dismissive of the notion that
material bodies could act on one another at a distance; that argument is questioned in Ducheyne
(2011), Henry (2011), and Schliesser (2011). For further details, see Kochiras (2009, 2011) and Janiak
(2013).

©
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philosophical matters a competent faculty of thinking can ever fall into it.
(February 25, 1692; Newton 2014: 136)

Leaving aside the always confusing issue of action at a distance, the more
basic problem is to determine what Newton means by innate, inherent, and
essential. He never clarifies whether he takes these terms to be synonyms,
nor what he means when he ponders the question of whether gravity might
be essential to matter. His use of “so that” in the sentence above seems to
indicate that he took some claim about action at a distance to be implied by
some claim about whether gravity is “essential to matter,” but that factisn’t
especially useful if we are attempting to understand what it means to say
that a quality, or an action, is essential to matter or to a particular material
body. So, the basic confusion remains.

As Newton’s letter to Bentley suggests, it was well known at this time
that questions about gravity’s status, especially questions concerning the
essence of matter, would be controversial. Such questions were just as
pressing in 1692 as they were twenty years later, when Newton and
Bentley worked together with Cotes and with Samuel Clarke on
the second edition of Newton’s magnum opus. Indeed, as he prepared
the second edition of the Principia, Cotes discussed precisely this issue in
some depth with Clarke, who was one of Newton’s most important allies in
London at the time. In 1713, Bentley, Clarke and Newton prevailed upon
Cotes to write a preface to the work — he had initially insisted that it would
be preferable for Newton, or perhaps for Bentley, to write the preface —and
in one of his drafts of the preface he had broached the issue of gravity’s
status in a way that Clarke found objectionable. Clarke’s objections to the
draft of Cotes’ preface are now lost,"” but we do have the full text of the
letter that Cotes sent to Clarke in reply. It reads as follows (June 25,1713):

I received Your very kind Letter, I return You my thanks for Your correc-
tions of the Preface, & particularly for Your advice in relation to that place
where I seem’d to assert Gravity to be Essential to Bodies. [ am fully of Your
mind that it would have furnish’d matter for Cavilling, & therefore I struck
it out immediately upon Dr Cannon’s mentioning Your objection to me, &
so it never was printed. The impression of the whole Book was finished
about a week ago.

My design in that passage was not to assert Gravity to be essential to
Matter, but rather to assert that we are ignorant of the Essential propertys of
Matter & hat in respect of our Knowledge Gravity might possibly lay as fair

® Cotes had apparently sent Clarke a draft of his editor’s preface, and Clarke had then sent him
objections in a now lost letter. Only Cotes’ reply to Clarke’s objections is now extant — see Newton
Correspondence, V: 413, note 2.
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a claim to that Title as the other Propertys which I mention’d. For
I understand by Essential propertys such propertys without which no others
belonging to the same substance can exist: and I would not undertake to
prove that it were impossible for any of the other Properties of Bodies to
exist without even Extension. (Newton Correspondence, V: 412-13)

Apparently, by essential, Cotes may mean something like an essential
attribute in Descartes’ sense. For instance, thought constitutes the essence
of the mind, where the modes of a mind (ideas) depend on its essential
attribute (thought). Cotes’ claim here might be confusing, especially to any
reader with broadly Cartesian sympathies: Why would he refrain from
claiming that extension undergirds a body’s other properties? Surely, if
a body were not extended, it could not be solid or mobile! Cotes may have
in mind here an intriguing consequence of Newton’s conception of the
quantitas materiae: Although the standard view of bodies regards them as
extended, solid and mobile, if Newton’s view of the mass of bodies is
correct, then there is no reason in principal not to think of bodies as
extensionless points. The mass of such bodies would be understood as an
intensive magnitude, rather than an extensive one; any body with mass
could in that case be extensionless, but in virtue of its mass would still
follow the three laws of motion and the law of universal gravity.” This
indicates the care with which Cotes approaches this topic. Nonetheless, it
remains clear that gravity is not essential in this strong sense: A body’s
extension, mobility, impenetrability cannot be said to depend on its being
heavy. But is gravity essential in a weaker sense?

In the published preface, Cotes argues that gravity is a “primary” quality
like extension and mobility because it is independent of the other basic
properties of bodies. It is also a universal quality, i.e., no body — by which
Newton, and presumably Cotes, means no object with mass — lacks gravity.
The first question one might ask, as we have seen from a brief discussion of
Rule 3, is this: In what sense are Newton and Cotes committed to the claim
that gravity is a quality, rather than something else, such as an action? One
can, e.g., read Newton as saying that all bodies gravitate toward one
another; but one can also read him as saying that all bodies are heavy
toward one another. The first seems to involve a claim about an action,
and the second about a property (the property of heaviness, which
might in some sense be akin to extension or impenetrability). This is

" Cotes discusses this issue, and a series of related ones, in a fascinating correspondence with Newton
(Newton 2014: 153-64) that has been the subject of intense scrutiny and creative interpretations in
the recent literature. See Friedman (1990), Stein (2002) and most recently Biener and Smeenk
(2012).
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a tangled knot of issues. We do not need to untangle this knot, however,
because there is a question that is more important for our purposes here,
viz.: What does it mean to say that something is essential to matter, or
essential to a single material body? We say “something” here because the
question is pressing whether we are asking about a property in the usual
sense, a property in a complex sense, an action, or something else. For
simplicity, in what follows we’ll focus on the question of what it means for
a basic property to be essential.

If we put together proposition seven of Book III with Cotes’ preface to
the second edition and Newton’s discussion of Rule 3, we find that,
roughly speaking, “essential” can mean one of the following three distinct
things within this context:

First: Intrinsic — to be essential means for a property of a material body
to be what we would call intrinsic. (Confusingly, this is also sometimes
referred to as an innate or inherent property.) Roughly, this means that
the property is compatible with the loneliness of its bearer; we might
think here of the so-called lonely corpuscle criterion for primary quali-
ties (cf. Downing 1997).

Second: Essential attribute — to be essential means for a property to be the
feature on which all of its bearer’s other properties depend. We might think
here of an essential attribute in Descartes — a mind can have as a mode an
idea of the Eiffel Tower because it has the essential attribute of thought, and
the mode depends on that attribute. This is what Cotes tells Clarke.

Third: Traditional meaning — to be essential means that without this
feature, a body cannot be material. That is, matter must have this feature to
be considered matter. Extension is a common candidate: In both Cartesian
and non-Cartesian contexts, extension was often thought to be a necessary
feature of matter.

Each one of these three meanings obviously requires considerable atten-
tion; each raises questions of its own. However, a prior, probably surpris-
ing, point must be made: Newton and his followers failed to provide
a systematic analysis of these various meanings, thereby leaving their
readers and their supporters alike in a state of considerable confusion.
So, when Clarke persuaded Cotes to remove the contention that gravity is
essential to matter he may have avoided a certain amount of “Cavilling,”
but he certainly did not avoid a considerable amount of confusion.
According to the first meaning, gravity is not essential to matter in any
obvious sense because it is not an intrinsic feature of a body: Newton’s
theory tells us that bodies gravitate toward one another, or are heavy
toward one another, in proportion to their masses and in inverse
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proportion to the square of the distance between them. This does not seem
to entail that a lonely corpuscle would gravitate or would be heavy: there
would be nothing to gravitate, or to be heavy, toward! Of course, one
might reply that gravity is nonetheless some kind of dispositional property
of a lonely corpuscle, on the grounds that it has the power to attract other
bodies, even if none such exist. But this requires considerable work and
raises questions of its own, and Newton and Cotes never tackled this issue.
Newton may have tackled the question of whether gravity is essential to
matter in the first meaning in Rule 3 when he said the following: “Yet I am
by no means affirming that gravity is essential to matter. By inherent force
I understand only the force of inertia. This is immutable. Gravity is
diminished as bodies recede from the earth.” Perhaps his view is roughly
as follows: Since the gravity of some body is dependent on its relation to
something else, like the earth, we cannot think of it as intrinsic; in contrast,
mass (which is confusingly referred to here as the vis inertiae) is instrinsic.
This is merely a guess, as Newton drops the issue and does not clarify his
views, even in his private correspondence with Bentley. We cannot trans-
cend guessing in this case.

According to the second meaning, which we find in Cotes’ letter to
Clarke, although not in Cotes’ published preface to the Principia, gravity is
obviously not essential to matter because it is clearly not akin to a body’s
essential attribute. Suppose we have a rock: The rock is extended, but its
extension clearly does not depend on its gravity or heaviness. (One might
attempt to rebut this view by tying cohesion to gravity, but I won’t explore
that view here.) Better still: The rock’s impenetrability does not depend on
its heaviness. And indeed, previous thinkers, such as Locke, would have
regarded the rock as an extended solid substance independently of its
gravitating toward other bodies. As he famously tells Bishop Stillingfleet,
Locke regards gravity as “superadded” to matter, where the latter is con-
ceived of as extended solid substance. This makes it perfectly plain that he
does not think of gravity, or of heaviness, or any similar property, as an
essential feature of material bodies in this sense (Downing 1997). Indeed,
Locke’s conception of matter helps to clarify that it would be quite rash to
think of gravity as an essential attribute.

According to the third meaning, however, there is certainly a case to be
made for thinking that gravity is essential to matter. This idea finds support
both in Newton’s discussion of Rule 3 and in Cotes’ preface. Roughly
speaking, we might reason as follows: If it turns out that all bodies — all
material bodies, including of course the material particles that constitute
macroscopic objects like rocks and tables and even the moon — are heavy,
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just as all bodies are extended or impenetrable, then it would seem that
heaviness or gravity should be placed amongst the essential features of
matter. That is, since no bit of matter lacks heaviness or gravity, it seems
reasonable to conclude that in order for something to count as material, it
must be heavy. Just as we might think that a penetrable object is not
a material thing — one might think here of Henry More’s picture of the
mind — we would presumably think that a nonheavy object is not a material
thing. This thought can embroil one in various problems. One important
caveat is relevant in helping us to evade some of those problems: We should
not conflate material with physical. It isn’t clear that any relevant philoso-
pher in this period had a special view of what physical means, but in today’s
context, we might take physical to mean anything that exists, and it is quite
clear that we do not want to take material in the seventeenth century to
mean that! Clearly, none of the philosophers in this era would have
thought that all things that exist are material — think of the mind, angels,
God, etc. But more importantly, they may very well have left it open
whether everything in nature is material, so if by physical we mean every-
thing that exists in nature, leaving it open that some things that exist are
not natural or not part of nature, then again, we would not want to conflate
material with physical. For Newton himself certainly speculated that there
might be an ether pervading nature, and such a medium would not be
material in the sense that it would lack mass (otherwise, it would interact
through the force of gravity with the planets and the like, which would
upset Newton’s argument for universal gravity in Book III). In this weak
sense, then, one might think that for Newton and for Cotes, gravity is
essential to matter.

The problem of course is that Newton never clarified his views on this
score, and Cotes’ attempt to avoid the problems associated with the second
meaning of essential (essential attribute) meant that he did not present an
especially clear discussion of whether gravity is essential in another sense.
So Newton’s followers, like his critics, were left confused. But the case for
thinking that gravity is essential to matter in the third sense is not difficult to
make. First, gravity is universal: it affects all bodies, so there is no body that
does not gravitate. Even if it decreases with an increase in spatial separation, it
still affects all bodies in nature. Second, Rule 3 does not specify what it means
for a quality to be essential, and Newton’s caveat at the end of his discussion of
Rule 3 seems irrelevant to this third sense of essential. That is, the fact that
gravity can be increased and diminished proportional to distance does not
undermine the fact that it affects any body with mass. It would therefore
appear to be essential to matter as such, in the third sense, even if it fails to
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meet the lonely corpuscle criterion, which is important for distinguishing
various kinds of qualities from one another, but not especially important in
the present instance.

Why, then, did Newton fail simply to claim that gravity is essential to
matter in this specific (third) sense? We can find a clue in his remark to
Bentley in 1692, as we saw above. He writes: “That gravity should be innate,
inherent, and essential to matter, so that one body may act upon another at
a distance through a vacuum without the meditation of anything else, by and
through which their action and force may be conveyed from one to the other,”
and so on. The remark suggests something like the following argument:

1. If gravity is essential to matter (sensu tertio), then placing material
bodies in a vacuum should not alter their gravity.

2. Suppose we place two material bodies into a vacuum (they are other-
wise lonely).

3. Since they retain their gravity, they will begin to gravitate toward one
another, in proportion to their distance.

4. This means that spatially separated bodies in a vacuum will gravitate
toward — i.e., they will act on — one another.

5. Therefore, the claim that gravity is essential to matter entails that there
is action at a distance between bodies.

In his letter to Bentley, Newton seems aware of this consequence.
Of course, scholars regularly dispute whether Newton was unhappy with
the concept of action at a distance within nature, so it is certainly possible
to deny that Newton sought to avoid the claim that gravity is essential to
matter in even the third sense in order to avoid this consequence.
Regardless, however, two points seem indisputable: First, he denied that
he was taking gravity to be essential to matter; and, second, he never
contended, even in private, that he would be willing to so regard gravity
in any sense.

3 Continental “Physics” circa 1730

In order to understand Du Chatelet’s Institutions within the proper
context, the best place to start is to consider other influential physics
texts published and circulating in French during the 1730s. The question
in particular is: What do these texts present as the scope of physics? What
are the range of problems that they wish to address? Du Chatelet herself
mentions her intention to write a text in the same area as perhaps the
most influential work in physics in French as this time, namely Jacques
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Rohault’s Traité de physique, which was published repeatedly from
1671-1735 in French, Latin and English. Rohault tells us that physics is
“the science that teaches us the reasons and causes of all the effects that
nature produces.” His text provides physics with a strikingly wide scope,
covering the following: planetary motion; the nature of air, water, and
minerals; the human body, including the arteries, respiration, digestion,
etc.; and, numerous other topics. Rohault’s text is perhaps the most
influential in Du Chatelet’s day, and the scope of physics that it con-
templates is common within this context. For instance, the Observations
curieuses sur toutes les parties de la physique (1726) provided extracts from
the major philosophical journals of the day, including the Journal des
savans, Philosophical Transactions, Histoire de I’Académie des Sciences, etc.,
and under the heading “physique generale,” we find the same wide scope
as in Rohault. It includes: sound, light, the air, colors, the “system
of M. Newton,” ice, meteors, water, salt, the tides, etc. Similarly,
Nicholas Hartsoeker’s Cours de physique (1730) begins with the “princi-
ples of physics” and moves on to fire and light, water and air, etc. Finally,
the Cartesian Joseph Privat de Moli¢res published his Legons de physique
beginning in 1734 (it had multiple volumes), and he discusses everything
from gravity and the vortex theory of planetary motion to the nature of
air, water, fire, salt, and so on. In sum, these treatises regard physics as
what Gary Hatfield calls “the general science of body,” or general theories
of matter. Their scope is wide, covering all the different sorts of matter,
including what would later be regarded as biological and chemical
kinds."”

Within this context, Du Chatelet’s Institutions is strikingly different: it
has a much narrower scope. More precisely, the scope of her physics is akin
to the scope of Newton’s physics in 4is magnum opus: we find a discussion
of space and time, forces, matter in motion, and a special and extended
focus on the force of gravity. Like Newton, but unlike her French pre-
decessors and compatriots, Du Chételet does not extend her discussion to
cover water and ice, fire and heat, salt and minerals, light, electricity and
magnetism, and so on. The table of contents shown at the beginning of this
chapter clearly indicates that Chapters 4 through 21 in Du Chatelet tackle
topics right out of Newton’s book, from space, time and motion to matter

** For a detailed discussion of the state of French physics from 170030, including a treatment of
Rohault and Moli¢res, see Shank (2008). For Du Chatelet’s connection with figures like Nollet and
Rohault, see Sutton (1997: 261-66).
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and forces to an extended discussion, one clearly focused as much on
experimental as on theoretical topics, of the force of gravity.”

Du Chatelet’s focus on the force of gravity saddles her with a problem:
How should one interpret Newton’s theory of universal gravity? Does that
theory entail or suggest that gravity is essential to matter in some sense, or
not? As we have seen, Newton and the Newtonians had not properly
answered these questions.

4 Du Chatelet on Gravity and Essences

The Newtonian-style scope of physics within Du Chatelet’s text, along
with the failure of Cotes and Newton to explicate whether Newton’s
theory of universal gravity involves or entails the claim that gravity is
essential to matter, helps to explain Du Chatelet’s early focus in her text
on topics in metaphysics. More precisely: she realizes that the Newtonians
had failed to explain one of the most central aspects of the new science of
nature, and decides as a result to present an early discussion of essences and
modes. Indeed, in chapter 3, section 32, she notes that a discussion of
essences, attributes and modes is needed in both physics and metaphysics.
The reason is clear: it is needed in the former discipline because of the
Newtonian failure to address the implications of the theory! In chapter 3 of
her text, Du Chételet suggests that essential properties actually have two
features. They combine what we have called the first and third conception
of essentiality. She notes, first of all, that the essential properties of a body
are what make it zhe thing it is; the attributes follow from the essence; and
the modes constitute its variable determinations. E.g., a triangle is essen-
tially an enclosed three-sided figure — having three sides makes something
a triangle, rather than some other figure. A triangle’s attribute is to have
three angles that sum to two right angles; this attribute flows from the
essence, but is not contained within it. The modes are variable determina-
tions: some triangles are scalene, some are isosceles, etc. She also
notes, second of all, that essential features must be in#rinsic to their bearer.
Hence it is not merely the case that a triangle is what it is because it has
three sides, but in addition, the fact that it has three sides is intrinsic to it: it
has that feature independently of everything else, or independently of any
relations that the triangle might have to other figures. So, in her view, for

" Perhaps the exception to this point is that Du Chatelet adopts a mixed approach, tackling topics
from Leibniz as well, such as “les forces mortes” and of course vis viva (in chapter 21). Newton
ignored these topics. Thanks to Anne-Lise Rey for discussion of this important point, which I will
explore in future work.
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a property P to be essential to a bearer B is both for P to make B the thing
that it is, and also for P to be intrinsic to B.

This conception of essences in chapter 3 allows Du Chatelet to address
the question of gravity’s status systematically. In chapter 16, she is now in
a position to argue that gravity cannot be essential to matter because
essential properties must be intrinsic features, and gravity depends on
spatial separation. In that chapter, which concerns “Newtonian attrac-
tion,” she writes (section 396):

We cannot say that God could know what would happen to this body under
the present supposition, because attraction, according to the Newtonians, is
a property that God has given to all matter, and he could not foresee what
would happen in consequence of this property. For, besides the fact that this
supposition is inadmissible by the doctrines of essences in chapter 3, attrac-
tion moves bodies with a certain velocity and in a certain direction, and this
velocity is variable, because the one and the other depend on the position
and on the mass of the attractive body, and on its distance from the attracted
body, therefore by the mere consideration of any body, and by the mere
knowledge of what acts immediately on it, God could not know (again
supposing that he has given attraction to matter), what would be the
direction or the velocity of this body, when another body attracts it. And
you may judge whether an hypothesis that leads to such strange conclusions

should be admitted.

In this way, Du Chatelet explicitly uses her earlier discussion (chapter 3) of
essences to address an open question in physics concerning Newton’s
understanding of gravity."* She also makes a second argument here: If we
suppose that gravity is essential to matter in the sense that it would be
a feature of a single material body, then it follows that even God could not
know what would happen to such a body, because Newton’s theory says
that the body’s attractive force is dependent on its relations to other bodies.
This discussion addresses one aspect of the question of gravity’s status.
But suppose one wishes to know whether gravity is essential to matter in
the traditional sense, namely, that it helps to make material things what
they are? Du Chatelet answers that question as well, through a specific
argument which she supplements with a reasonable supposition.
The argument is straightforward. In chapter 5 (on space), she argues that
Newton has not proven that there is empty space between the planetary

" Her conclusion that gravity cannot be essential to matter because it is not an intrinsic feature of
material bodies 74y be what Newton himself meant in Rule 3, when he mentions that gravity
diminishes as one recedes from the earth, but as we have seen, we do not know precisely what he
meant.
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bodies (and mutatis mutandis for other bodies). There may be empty space,
but there may instead be some kind of medium or subtle matter. Our
knowledge does not settle this question. Instead, Newton’s argument in Book
II indicates that the medium (if any exists) must meet two criteria:

I. it must provide negligible resistance to motion;
2. it must not be heavy (i.e., must lack mass).

Note that number 1 and number 2 are compatible with a nonmassive
medium. In chapter 15, she then reminds us that a nonmassive medium
may underlie gravity.

We can spell out her argument in the following way, and then we’ll see
the role that her reasonable supplement plays.

Gravity acts universally on all bodies in proportion to their masses.

2. The argument for number 1 presupposes that there is nothing massive
that must be considered between the earth and moon, the planets and
the sun, Jupiter and its satellites, etc.

3. The argument for number 1 does not presuppose that there is empty
space; it is compatible with that idea.

4. The argument is also compatible with the idea that there is
a nonmassive medium between the planets, e.g., the acther.

5. If there is an aether, it may play a role in universal gravity, just as
electricity and magnetism may involve some kind of medium.

6. If the aether plays a role in universal gravity, it is possible that the latter
depends on the presence of the former in space.

7. If there is such a dependence, and matter were to exist in empty space,
then universal gravity might differ from what we find in #1, or might
not exist.

8. Therefore, number 1 does not entail that gravity is essential to matter.

The conclusion requires a reasonable supplement: If it turns out that the
force of gravity depends on the ether in some way, then it seems reasonable
to conclude that material bodies do not have gravity as part of their essence
in the traditional sense, for they would lack it in the absence of the ether.
This seems reasonable, in turn, because to deny this contention would be
to deny that material bodies would still be material bodies in the absence of
the ether, and that seems ad hoc. Surely, we can imagine a lonely rock
existing in empty space, independently of the ether, and be perfectly
justified in thinking that the rock is a material thing, even if it is not
heavy. Indeed, it would potentially fail to be heavy for two reasons: first,
because gravity isn’t intrinsic; and second, because gravity depends
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specifically on an absent feature in this scenario, viz. the ether. Removing
the medium from nature would presumably not render all the material
things into nonmaterial things.

This conclusion is worth exploring in a bit more detail, and a contrast
case might help. Let us suppose, as Huygens and Hooke thought, that light
is a wave. If it is a wave, then it obviously depends upon a medium of some
kind, just as waves depend on the lake whose surface they ripple. Let us call
this medium the ezher. One might think that light depends upon the ether
in a very significant sense: If our world lacked an ether, it would lack light
as well. If a lake did not exist, neither would the waves on its surface!
The relation between light and the ether would appear to be significantly
different in this case than the supposed relationship between matter and the
ether. Itis certainly true that we can envision a scenario in which the ether’s
absence would mean gravity’s absence. But then Du Chatelet’s reasonable
assumption would be that matter itself would not cease to exist in this
scenario. Matter would no longer be heavy, it is true, but in fact, it would
be precisely what so many philosophers had always taken it to be through-
out the seventeenth century before Newton introduced the concept of
mass. That is, before Newton, many prominent philosophers had various
conceptions of matter, and of matter’s essence, and none of them included
heaviness. Take Descartes’ conception: he would obviously contend that
matter is essentially extended, and would even deny, as part of his anti-
Scholastic view presumably, that heaviness would be part of the essence of
matter. Similarly, Locke would regard matter as extended solid substance,
so heaviness would not be part of his conception either. And so on. It is
therefore perfectly reasonable for Du Chatelet to assume in this argument
that gravity is not essential to matter in the traditional sense as well.

How distinctive is this approach to gravity and essences? Perhaps the
most obvious contrast case would be Maupertuis, who is often credited,
both by scholars and by early French Enlightenment figures, with being the
first to bring Newtonian ideas into Cartesian France.” In his Discours sur les
differentes figures des astres (1732), Maupertuis argues that many philoso-
phers in France — most of them being Cartesians — mistakenly regard the
idea that attraction or gravity is essential to matter as a metaphysical
monster or an “absurdity.” He thinks that they lack a proper argument
to support this conclusion. This indicates a difference in their audiences:

* On Maupertuis’ Newtonianism and relation to Du Chételet, see Hutton (2004a: 523-—24). She also
discusses Du Chatelet’s contention that Newtonians should refrain from regarding attraction as
essential to matter: Hutton (2004a: 529).
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his is Cartesian — he wants them to take the possibility of attraction
seriously — and hers is at least partially Newronian — she wants them not
to overreach in their claims about gravity and the essence of matter.
In chapter 2, the metaphysical discussion of attraction, Maupertuis
attempts to undermine the arguments showing that it is “absurd” to regard
attraction as essential to matter. One argument apparently buttresses this
conclusion by noting that gravity varies in objects (presumably, with
distance). Maupertuis replies, sensibly enough, that the standard list of
qualities characterizing material bodies has both invariant properties, such
as impenetrability, and variant ones, such as motion. This isn’t the most
convincing reply, but I wish to focus elsewhere. Another argument con-
tends that attraction is not “conceivable” as a property of material bodies —
this is presumably presented from the perspective of a traditional mechan-
ical philosopher, if not specifically a Cartesian one — and therefore should
not be regarded as essential to them. Maupertuis replies that impulsion and
impulsive force, favored concepts of mechanists, may also not be concei-
vable, and therefore thinks the argument is objectionable. Again, this isn’t
the most convincing reply, but what remains especially striking about
Maupertuis’ approach is that it is largely negative: His goal is merely to
show his readers that they should not reject the idea that gravity or
attraction is essential to matter as an absurdity. He thinks he has shown
that it is not metaphysically impossible for gravity or attraction to be an
“inherent property of matter” (Maupertuis 1732: 21). He concludes with
the claim that whether attraction exists, or is essential to matter, is
a question of fact. We should answer it as follows: Does attraction explain
the phenomena? Can we explain the phenomena without attraction?
Maupertuis’ analysis fails to recognize something significant. Let us
suppose, for the sake of argument, that he has shown that the arguments
against Newton’s approach to gravity fail. This means, in his view, that it is
not an absurdity, or a contradiction, to think that gravity might be essential
to matter. And then we can conclude that it is an open empirical question,
nothing more than “a question of fact” (Maupertuis 1732: 21). Or so he
thinks. This approach misses a crucial point: We know that Newton
regards gravity as a feature of all bodies (or, he says that all bodies gravitate),
and we know that one construal of this claim is to say that he uses gravity,
or attraction, to explain various phenomena. Let us suppose, also for the
sake of argument, that in fact Newton does explain various phenomena,
such as the planetary orbits and the tides, through the force of gravity
(thereby bracketing important questions about what it means to explain
them in this context). We are then right back where we started: Even if the
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force of gravity explains all the relevant phenomena, and even if we simply
admit that all bodies gravitate (or, that all bodies are heavy), the question
remains, what does this mean? Does it mean that gravity is essential to
matter in one of the three senses noted above, or not? The fact that we are
not facing a metaphysical “absurdity” does not help us to answer these
questions. In a sign that he doesn’t appreciate this point, Maupertuis fails
to explain what he means by essential; he does not distinguish between the
various senses of the concept in use at that time (by Newton and Cotes, for
instance); and, he does not take the time to distinguish between essences,
modes, and the like. Indeed, he slides from discussing the question of
whether attraction is “essential” to matter (1732: 14f}) to discussing the
question of whether attraction is an “inherent property of matter” (1732: 21)
without explanation. Hence we do not merely face a question of fact, we
face a question of meaning. And we face a question of interpreting
Newton’s results. If the latter were merely a question of fact, philosophers
would have agreed on these issues long before Maupertuis and Du Chatelet
entered the fray.

Du Chatelet’s approach to essences is preferable to Maupertuis’.
She notes that the discussion of essences is important both to physics
and to metaphysics. Indeed, she opens chapter 3 of her Institutions in
this way (section 32):

There are perhaps no words with a less fixed meaning, and to which those
who use them attach more different ideas, than those of essence, attribute
and mode. I believe therefore that it is very necessary to give you here
a precise idea of what you should understand by these words, for on the true
notion of essence, modes and attributes depends the most important truths
of metaphysics and many truths of physics.

One reason is clear: unless we articulate what we mean when we speak of an
essence, or of an essential property, we cannot answer the question of whether
gravity is essential to anything in any sense. Unlike Du Chatelet, who devotes
an early chapter of her work to these problems, Maupertuis seems to replicate
Newton’s failure to explain what he means by esential. Like Newton,
Maupertuis does not distinguish between essential and inherent; but we are
left wondering whether that was deliberate, the reflection of a careful analysis
of the relevant concepts, or a mere slip of the pen. Du Chatelet’s approach
raises a question that Maupertuis’ does not: what does the early discussion of
essences in her Institutions indicate about her understanding of the always
complex relation between metaphysics and physics? As we will see, this
question intersects in intriguing ways with the question of the scope of physics.



68 ANDREW JANIAK

s Conclusion: Physics and Metaphysics

What does Du Chatelet’s approach to essences indicate about her concep-
tion of the relation between physics and metaphysics? Does she thereby
provide what many eighteenth-century philosophers and mathematicians —
including Euler and Kant — developed, namely a metaphysical foundation
for physics (or Naturwissenschaft)? Although Descartes’ famous conception
of the tree of knowledge — in which metaphysics serves as the roots and
physics as the trunk — from his Principles (1644) served as part of the
background for every later approach within natural philosophy, eight-
eenth-century philosophers differed on what it meant to provide
a metaphysical foundation for physics, in addition to differing on the
related question of which metaphysics would best serve as foundation.
For his part Leibniz, especially the Leibniz of the correspondence with
Clarke, who was well known to Du Chételet, can be understood as arguing
(roughly) that physics must view space, time and motion in a way that is
consistent with basic metaphysical principles, especially the “axiom” of
sufficient reason and its theorem, the principle of the identity of indis-
cernibles. Just as Descartes thought that the metaphysics of extension
serves to ground our inquiries into various natural phenomena, Leibniz
argued that the PSR grounds our investigation into the nature of space and
time. It is nontrivial for them to regard their general metaphysical princi-
ples and views as serving to undergird their study of nature, not least
because those principles and views obviously have a considerable impor-
tance and wide-ranging application independently of their significance for
physics. As we see in Descartes’ Meditations, and in various of Leibniz’s
works, including even the correspondence with Clarke, physics certainly
does not provide us with the only reason for thinking about metaphysical
principles and views. On the contrary, our independent concern for
various significant topics — say, the nature and existence of God — provides
such a reason independently of the study of nature. So, it is nontrivial to
contend that in addition, those principles and views can serve to underlie
physics.

Du Chatelet indicates that the discussion of essences is important for
both physics and metaphysics. Now we find an irony: prior to reading her
Institutions, it would have seemed obvious to her Cartesian-influenced
audience that a discussion of essences, accidents and modes is important
for metaphysics, indeed, perhaps even essential to metaphysics. That is, it
would have seemed reasonable to think that one cannot ask the right
questions within metaphysics without the concept of an essence, and the
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related concepts of accidents and of modes. However, there is no indica-
tion in the Institutions that Du Chatelet uses her conception of, or
approach to, essences in order to tackle any problems or topics in meta-
physics. On the contrary, the principal use of that conception and
approach seems to be what we have seen, namely her systematic discussion
of whether gravity is essential to matter. Surprisingly, her discussion of
essences does not seem to be relevant to metaphysics in any clear way; she
seems to skip that step entirely, which is of course quite foreign to the
approaches of Descartes and of Leibniz. But that is not all: she also does not
seem to provide a discussion of essences in order to serve as part of
a metaphysical foundation for the study of nature.

Now one might object here in the following way: look, to ask whether
gravity is essential to matter is in fact to ask a metaphysical question. This is
not a question within physics itself, for physics does not ask questions
about essences at all. Instead, it asks whether Newton has a good argument
to prove, including whether he has enough empirical evidence to show,
that gravity is universal in all bodies. Once that conclusion has been
reached, any further question about whether gravity is essential (in some
sense) to those bodies is a topic in metaphysics and not a topic within
physics itself. It’s extraneous and irrelevant to physics.

As we have seen, however, Newton’s own writings on this issue indicate
the problem with this objection. Even in his own private correspondence
with a very sympathetic reader (Bentley), and certainly in his published
writings on the subject, Newton’s principal contention about gravity
remains entirely unclear. The literal meaning of proposition seven of
Book III is also unclear: is Newton contending that gravity affects all
bodies, or that it is “in” all bodies?*® Those claims seem distinct. And if
he is making the latter claim, then one wonders whether he is contending
that it is a quality of all bodies, something akin to a primary quality, or
something else. And then we are off to the races. Put in other words, it
should be obvious that the meaning of Newton’s conclusion about gravity
is fundamental to his physics, and that meaning, in turn, is so unclear that
physics itself must have an answer to the question of whether he is claiming
that gravity is essential to matter in some sense or not.

What this means, in tandem, is that Du Chatelet has not provided
a discussion of essences to constitute, at least partially, a structure that

*® The confusion remains obvious in the Motte translation, as modified by Cajori, as well. Proposition
VII reads that “there is a power of gravity pertaining to all bodies,” which raises the question of what
kind of power we are dealing with — an essential power? — and also of what “pertains” means in this
context.
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undergirds physics; instead, she has provided that discussion in order to
answer a basic question within physics itself. In her work, it is physics,
rather than metaphysics, that raises the question of essences! And as we
have seen, Newton himself, along with figures like Cotes, who may have
been his most philosophically important spokesperson — even beyond
Clarke in some ways — understood this point and felt compelled to clarify
what they were claiming about gravity and essences. They failed to clarify
the point, in the end, but that does not disrupt this point. And what is
more, as for Du Chatelet herself, she shows no interest, as far as the whole
scope of the Institutions is concerned, in any independent questions about
essences, accidents and modes. Her principal concern with essences seems
to arise from the physics of gravity itself. If only Cotes or Bentley or
Newton had approached the topic in this way, and had clarified
Newton’s physics of gravity once and for all, a great deal of ink could
have been saved.

The final question is this: how does Du Chételet’s approach to the
relation between physics and metaphysics intersect with the question of the
scope of physics? This is too broad a topic to tackle fully here. But there is
one relevant aspect of it for understanding Du Chatelet’s approach.
Suppose for a moment that someone like Rohault or Molié¢res can be
considered as a committed Cartesian mechanist. (For my purposes here,
it doesn’t matter whether this is ultimately the proper reading.) If one is
a Cartesian mechanist, then of course one thinks that all natural phenom-
ena involve only interactions amongst material particles characterized by
size, shape and motion. It seems reasonable to note that one would then
have the confidence to explicate any natural phenomenon, from gravity to
heat to the nature of air, water, salt, etc., because one would know in
advance that any such phenomenon involves only matter and motion.
Hence that kind of commitment leads to a very wide scope for one’s
physics. There really is no natural phenomenon that one might excise
from the scope of one’s physics, at least as far as one’s general explanatory
approach is concerned.

The contrast with Du Chételet could not be sharper. In her case, we do
not find any general philosophical commitment to a metaphysical posi-
tion, such as the position associated with the mechanical philosophy,
underlying her approach. As a result, her physics has a much narrower
scope, as we would expect. She does not attempt to discuss the kinds of
topic that we find in the French physics textbooks and treatises of the 1730s,
including everything from the nature of air and water to minerals to the
functioning of the human body. She focuses very specifically on gravity
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and on those phenomena — from the tides to free fall to the pendulum —
associated with gravity. That sharp focus fits with her approach to physics
and metaphysics. If our best physics requires us to be precise in our
thinking about essences and matter, then we will need to tackle that
otherwise metaphysical topic in order to clarify what our physical theory
tells us about gravity. The physics drives the metaphysics, rather than the
inverse. That inversion represents one of Du Chatelet’s most distinctive
contributions to the philosophy of the eighteenth century.



CHAPTER 4

Margarer Cavendish on Laws and Order
Karen Detlefsen

I Introduction

This is a chapter about Margaret Cavendish’s role in the history of the
evolution of thinking about the laws of nature and the order of the natural
world." Scholarship on the laws of nature in the early modern period is
growing apace, but thus far, no one has provided a sustained account of
Cavendish’s thinking on this topic. This chapter aims to fill that lacuna.
Precisely because Cavendish has such an interesting — indeed singular —
account of natural philosophy, her thinking on the laws of nature and on
order in the natural world is worthy of study for the unique position
Cavendish occupies. But dealing with Cavendish’s ideas about laws and
order is also in service of dealing with a number of other meta-
philosophical and historical themes of interest, which have recently been
gaining attention in our thinking about the history of philosophy. One
such theme is a consideration of the rise in recent decades of contextualist
approaches to the history of philosophy, as well as of the anachronism that
such approaches are meant to avoid and the antiquarianism that could
potentially attend contextualist history. A second meta-theme is thinking
about whether it makes sense to think of philosophers writing 300 to 400
years ago as feminist philosophers, and if so, in what way they might be
considered feminist. More complicated, on this front, is whether it makes
sense to think of philosophers writing long ago as offering a feminist
philosophy of the natural world. And finally, the examination of
Cavendish’s thinking on laws and order allows me to examine the meta-
theme of the distinctive role and importance that women philosophers can
play in our understanding of the history of our discipline.

' Appreciation to the audience at the Early Modern Women on Metaphysics, Religion, and Science
Conference held at the University of Groningen. I am especially grateful for the comments and work
by Emily Thomas.
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In what follows, I tackle this nest of issues, and the topic of laws and order,
as follows. The second section shows how Cavendish occupies an interesting
and unusual position in the history of laws of nature and of order within the
natural world, for she occupies a middle position in the transition from pre-
modern to modern ways of thinking about this topic. In the third section,
I detail some aspects of the meta-themes just mentioned, noting the inter-
connections among those themes. In the fourth section, I argue that
Cavendish’s position on laws of nature and natural order presages one
contemporary feminist account within the philosophy of science, that offered
by Evelyn Fox Keller; indeed, Cavendish’s account indicates that the history
of thinking about laws of nature is not as hierarchical and as tainted with
coercive overtones as Keller suggests, even while the history that we have
remembered is indeed so tainted. Cavendish’s presaging of a feminist
account of natural order, such as the one offered by Keller, has not been
recognised in the literature. A fuller and more accurate reading of the history
of philosophy — one which includes, in this case, the views of a woman,
influenced by her experiences as a woman — shows a richer history of science
that is responsive to some contemporary feminist philosophers’ concerns.
This final section thus aims to show that understanding Cavendish’s views of
law and order is important not only for a fuller history of philosophical
thinking about the laws of nature but also because it provides an interesting
lens through which to address the meta-themes identified.

2 Cavendish’s Position in the Evolving History of Laws and Order
in Early Modern Europe

When dropped, all objects fall toward the Earth. When the temperature
falls below zero, all freshwater freezes. Metaphysics, and later the philoso-
phy of science, has long sought to explain these regularities in nature, and
a common approach involves positing laws of nature. But the concept of
a law of nature has a long history that encompasses much more than
explaining natural regularities, and that history inflects philosophical
thinking about the concept of a law of nature in interesting ways.
The work of this section is to provide some details of the evolution of
that concept, and especially to locate Cavendish in this evolution.

A. Background to Cavendish on laws and order: In this sub-section,
I first explicate a few central elements of Cavendish’s metaphysics and
natural philosophy. This is crucial work for setting the foundations of her
account of laws and order. In the course of this work, I provide only
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conclusions Cavendish argues for, without providing an interpretation of
how these conclusions cohere in a thorough-going account of the natural
world — though I believe such an account can be given, and others and
I have done so elsewhere.” Moreover, some interpretations of Cavendish’s
conclusions as I represent them here are controversial, even while I believe
strong arguments can be provided to show that these interpretations are the
best possible. My aim here is to provide crucial information which can be
defended (and which others and I have defended elsewhere) from
Cavendish’s philosophy of nature in order to locate her in the evolving
story of the laws of nature in her historical period.

Foundational in understanding Cavendish’s account of the natural
world is the fact that she advocates for a separation of our study of God
and our study of nature. The way in which we know God’s nature (through
non-rational faith), and the way in which we know the natural world
(through rationality), are wholly distinct and preclude one another, and
as such, the study of the natural world should make no appeal to God
whatsoever. She writes: © ... I shall merely go upon the bare Ground of
Natural Philosophy, and do not mix Divinity with it, as many Philosophers
use to do . .. for I think it not onely an absurdity, but an injury to the holy
Profession of Divinity to draw her to the proofs of Natural Philosophy;
wherefore I shall strictly follow the guidance of Natural Reason’ (Cavendish
1664b: 3; c.f. Cavendish 1663: pref.; Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 217 and 230).
Crucially, she does not advocate for scepticism with respect to God’s
existence, for it is only God’s nature which remains beyond our rational
ken: ‘no part of nature can or does conceive the essence of God, or what
God is in himself; but it conceives only, that there is a divine being which is
supernatural’ (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 17; c.f. Cavendish 1664b: 139). But
despite her belief that God does exist, she resists the temptation to call
upon him in any way when explaining features of the natural world, and
this includes calling upon God to explain nature’s lawful or orderly
behaviour. We are precluded from doing so both because of the opacity
to us of God’s nature and how he might have interacted with the world,
and because our mode of knowing nature is via rationality, which is
completely sundered from our mode of knowing God via non-rational

faith.?

* For example, see James (1999), Detlefsen (2006, 2007, and 2009), Sarasohn (2010), Walters (2014),
and Cunning (2016).

3 The account I provide here is only part of the story on the relationship that Cavendish sees between
God and the world. For fuller accounts, see Detlefsen (2009) and the essays collected in Siegfried and
Sarasohn (2014).
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A second foundational point in understanding Cavendish’s natural
philosophy, and thus her position in the history of ideas about laws of
nature, is her materialism. According to Cavendish, there is no vacuum or
empty space within the material world nor beyond it, and so nature is
spatially, infinitely, and wholly material (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 130 f).
There are also no natural immaterial souls (Cavendish 1664b: 111).* Her
motivations for materialism are much the same as Hobbes’; substances, as
real things, cannot be immaterial since reason tells us that the immaterial is
not real and therefore cannot be substantial (Cavendish 1664b: 239;
Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 137; Cavendish 1996 [1668]: 1f and 237f). Her
materialism, however, applies only to the created world and not to God
who — as noted above — is not subject to investigation by rational means
(Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 17; Cavendish 1664b: 139, 141, 186 f).

Cavendish also rejects mechanical accounts of change, i.e. change arising
as a result of bits of matter moving, colliding, and thus causing other bits of
matter to move in accordance with laws of nature.” One reason she has for
rejecting such change is that motion, as a mere mode, must inhere in
material substance. It is dependent upon matter and cannot exist on its
own. As a consequence, for motion to transfer from one body to another, it
must transfer along with a piece of the original body. But this flies in the
face of our experience of how the world actually is: ‘I cannot think it
probable, that any of the animate or self-moving matter in the hand, quits
the hand, and enters into the bowl; nor that the animate matter, which is in
the bowl, leaves the bowl and enters into the hand . . .. if it did, the hand
would in a short time become weak and useless, by losing so much
substance [...]" (Cavendish 1664b: 44s5; c. f. Cavendish 1664b: 77 f;
Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 200).

Among Cavendish’s most unusual doctrines is her belief that matter is
a thorough co-mixture of three varieties of matter: inanimate, animate
sensitive, and animate rational. She writes that © ... matter [is] of several
degrees, as animate and inanimate, sensitive and rational ...’ (Cavendish
2001 [1668]: 23), such that *. . . nature has placed sense and reason together,
so that there is no part or particle of nature, which has not its share of
reason, as well as of sense: for, every part having self-motion, has also
knowledge, which is sense and reason ...’ (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 99).
Each aspect of matter is distinguished by its degree of agility, fineness, and

* Cavendish does espouse the doctrine that the human has two souls, a material soul and a divine soul,
the latter being immortal and bearing a special relation with God, e.g. Cavendish (1664b: 41, 111,
209f). I will not deal with this issue in this chapter.

> On this see, for example, James (1999), O’Neill (2001 and 2013), and Detlefsen (2007).
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purity as well as by its function. Rational, animate matter is the most pure
and agile, while inanimate matter is the least so. Inanimate matter func-
tions as a limit upon unfettered activity, while animate matter is respon-
sible for all motion (and therefore change) that a being undergoes. While
both sensitive and rational matter move, sensitive matter’s function is to
move the dense, animate matter (Cavendish 1996 [1668]: 3ff). Rational,
animate matter’s prime function is as the planner or regulator of the
actions performed by sensitive, animate matter, and so is less occupied
with the task of moving the inanimate matter. In one metaphor, Cavendish
portrays the rational animate matter as the architect or designer, the
sensitive animate matter as the labourer, and the inanimate matter as the
materials out of which a product is made (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 161ff).
Her theory of co-mixing, coupled with her belief that matter is divisible
without end, allows her to maintain that no piece of matter, no matter how
small, lacks any of these three elements of matter.

Cavendish’s account of the animate, sensitive, and rational features of
every bit of matter in the natural world opens the door to her replacing
a mechanical account of change with an account of change through occa-
sional causation. It is crucial here to make a distinction between occasional
causation and occasionalism, since the latter posits the utter impotence of the
natural world and God’s will as the sole efficacious cause of all effects in that
world, and Cavendish denies both premises (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 208 f).
Rather, Cavendish endorses occasional causation, a more general theory than
occasionalism, and does not specify God as the principal source of causal
change. According to Cavendish’s theory, some natural being is the occa-
sional cause which elicits another natural being, as the principal cause, to
bring about an effect within the principal cause itself. Using the example of
a body falling on snow thus leaving behind an impression of the body,
Cavendish says that it is not the body (occasional cause) that actively leaves
its impression (effect) behind in the snow (principal cause). Rather, ‘the
snow [...] patterns out the figure of the body [. . .]. [It] patterns or copies it
out in its own substance, just as the sensitive motions in the eye do pattern out
the figure of an object’ that it sees or perceives (Cavendish 1664b: 104 f,
emphasis added). To pattern out means to frame figures ‘according to the
patterns of exterior objects’ (Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 169), and most often in
her writings, Cavendish seems to mean this very literally — the physical figure
of the body falling upon the snow is physically printed out into the snow’s
matter from within the snow itself; bodies like the snow are principal causes
that ‘put themselves into such or such a figure’ as the occasional cause
intended (Cavendish 1664b: 79; c. f. Cavendish 1664b: 539 f).
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Here, matter’s sensitive and rational nature can help explain how such
causal interaction can occur without God as mediator (as would be the case
according to the theory of occasionalism) between occasional cause and
principal cause. Consider the case we know well — that of the human.
If T wish you to perform an action, I (occasional cause) rationally suggest to
you (principal cause) that you perform that action (effect), and you either
agree and thus bring about the effect, or you decline and thus fail to bring
about the effect. I propose that for Cavendish, all occasional causal inter-
actions in nature occur in this fashion, i.e. by causally interacting through
rational suggestion and response.® This is rendered possible by Cavendish’s
attribution of some form of rationality or another to all parts of the
material world, together with the sensitive, animate ability to bring ration-
ally suggested courses of action into effect. So, to use her own example,
a body (occasional cause) falls into the snow (principal cause) and ration-
ally suggests to the snow that it pattern out an effect, which the snow does
from within itself through the exercise of its sensitive matter. This model of
causation has the potential to explain natural order, at least to the degree
that nature obeys orderly rational commands.

Of course, and as another important plank in Cavendish’s natural
philosophy relevant to her position in the history of laws of nature and
natural order, different kinds of beings have different kinds of rational
matter, appropriate to the kinds of things that they are:

... all Creatures, being composed of these sorts of [Self-moving and Self-
knowing] Parts, must have Sensitive, and Rational Knowledg and
Perception, as Animals, Vegetables, Minerals, Elements, or what else there
is in Nature: But several kinds, and several sorts of these kinds of Creatures,
being composed after different manners, and ways, must needs have differ-
ent Lives, Knowledges, and Perceptions; and not only every several kind,
and sort, have such differences; but, every particular Creature, through the
variations of their Self-moving Parts, have varieties of Lives, Knowledges,
Perceptions, Conceptions, and the like . .. (Cavendish 1996 [1668]: 18)

Cavendish is thus able to avoid the criticism of her philosophy as being
wholly out of step with what we hold to be empirically true of the world.
For while we do not take snow to be rational in a human sense of
rationality, once Cavendish posits many forms of rationality, and once we
think of rationality in the functional sense as the planner or regulator of the
actions performed by sensitive, animate matter, her position becomes
much more palatable.

¢ For a detailed argument of this, see Detlefsen (2007).
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Above, I claimed that Cavendish’s model of occasional causation has the
potential to explain natural order, specifically, if natural parts obey orderly
rational commands. But what determines whether a rational command is
orderly or not? On the more specific theory of occasionalism, God is the
single overseer of causal interactions, and thus God imposes order by, for
example, following laws of bodily movement that he has given to himself.
Without God playing this role, Cavendish requires another source of order
or laws that govern 4// interactions by occasional causation. In absence of
such a source, Cavendish’s system would be one of isolated interactions of
rational suggestion and response, with nothing coordinating these isolated
events into an overall orderly plan. And indeed, she does posit a source for
the overall coordination of order — rational Nature taken as a whole.
In what follows, I use ‘Nature’ to refer to the whole of infinite Nature,
and ‘nature’ to refer to a part thereof. While each finite part of nature has
its own finite portion of knowledge and sense, it does not have a thorough-
going knowledge of the whole of Nature (Cavendish 1996 [1668]: 19 f). But
as more and more parts unite into bodies of greater organisation conspiring
toward a common end, the degree of knowledge increases (Cavendish
1664b: 534; Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 138), and Nature as an infinite whole
has infinite reason and wisdom. Since this is reason that belongs to the one
indivisible whole, it produces a thorough-going, unified knowledge of itself
and all its parts (Cavendish 1996 [1668]: 11). It is this whole of the natural
world — infinite Nature writ large, so to speak — that is the source of
overarching order, or lawfully correct behaviour: ‘I say Nature hath but
One Law, which is a wise Law, viz. to keep Infinite matter in order, and to
keep so much Peace, as not to disturb the Foundation of her
Government ...~ (Cavendish 1664b: 146). In my interpretation, Nature
as an infinite whole prescribes proper behaviour to her parts, but infinite
Nature is not the causal source (neither the occasional nor the principal
causal source) of finite natural events. So infinite Nature, as infinitely wise,
knows what all the parts of finite nature ought to do in order to follow the
one peaceful law, but finite parts, which are the source of both the
occasional cause and the principal cause in any given interaction between
two finite parts, will and act upon their volitions to either follow or to
dissent from the overall, peaceful law, and what that law prescribes in
individual causal interactions.

While a controversial claim, I believe that Cavendish holds all finite
parts of infinite Nature to have radical freedom, grounded in their ration-
ality and ability to obey or disobey rational orders or suggestions from
other parts; they have the radical freedom to act other than as they do
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actually act.” Thus, precisely because principal causes are found within
radically free, finite natural beings, and not within the infallible and
unfailingly orderly will of God, nor within the infinitely wise Nature
taken as a whole, natural beings can refuse to follow an orderly command
or suggestion from another natural being. Thus, while Cavendish’s theory
of occasional causation, underwritten by her belief that all matter is
rationally and sensitively animate (as well as limited by inanimate ele-
ments), explains natural beings” orderly activity, that theory of causation
also explains moments when disorder or lawlessness occur. A natural part
may fail to understand what is normatively required of her to keep Nature’s
general peace, or it might also be that she wilfully chooses to follow
a different and disorderly course of action.® But in any case, precisely
because causal power is located in finite parts of limited wisdom (rather
than in infinitely wise Nature or in a perfect God), Cavendish’s theory of
occasional causation permits of disorder as well as order:

[Slome [various motions in Nature] are Regular, some Irregular: I mean
Irregular as to particular Creatures, not as to Nature her self, for [Infinite]
Nature cannot be disturbed or discomposed, or else all would run into confu-
sion; Wherefore Irregularities do onely concern particular Creatures, not Infinite
Nature; and the Irregularities of some parts may cause the Irregularities of other
Parts . . .. And thus according as Regularities and Irregularities have power, they
cause either Peace or War, Sickness or Health . . . to particular Creatures or parts
of Nature . . . (Cavendish 1664b: 238—9; cf. Cavendish 1664b: 279-80, 344—5;
Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 13, 33—4)

B. The evolving history of laws in the early modern period:

The seventeenth through to the eighteenth centuries saw significant trans-
formations in the concept of a law, especially as applied to the natural
world. Among the developments in thinking about laws throughout these
two centuries are the following (from e.g. Zilsel 1942, Oakley 1961, Milton
1981, Ruby 1986, Steinle 1995, Swartz 1995, Weinert 1995, Daston and
Stolleis 2008, Ott 2009, Watkins 2013, and Cartwright and Ward 2016).
First (a), the idea that laws are imposed only by God slowly gave way to the
idea there might be laws without God as the ultimate source of
them. Second (b), the idea that laws can apply only in the normative,
practical realm (e.g. the realm of human relations) slowly gave way to the

7 For a dissenting view, see Cunning (2016). For my arguments, see Detlefsen (2007). Also in support
of this view, see D. Boyle (2017).

# For more on this, in which I argue that Cavendish probably favours mistakes by ignorance only, see
Detlefsen (2009).
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idea that laws were relevant in the natural, theoretical realm (e.g. physics)
as well. Third (c), the thought that laws are necessarily prescriptive slowly
gave way to the idea that laws can also be descriptive. And fourth (d), the
idea that only conscious agents were able to think about — e.g. to set or to
follow — laws slowly gave way to the idea that laws could also apply to non-
conscious nature. So, for example, as long as God was taken to be the
source of laws, then those laws were also taken to be prescriptive, capturing
normatively good behaviour. This applied equally to the conscious, human
realm — God’s laws for human moral behaviour (natural law) — as it did to
the unconscious, natural realm — God’s laws by which he best orders the
behaviour of natural beings (laws of nature); in both cases, the laws have
a prescriptive, normative force that prescribe either how people ought to
behave or what the best ordering of the natural world is. As ideas shifted
about the source of laws, such that God was no longer taken to be the only
possible source, laws — especially the laws of nature — were seen as merely
describing order or regularity in nature’s behaviour, which in itself was not
taken to be normatively good. In brief, the seventeenth through to the
eighteenth centuries witnessed a complex, and occasionally fraught, shift
from a deistic, supernatural, and prescriptive account of laws to an anthro-
pomorphic, naturalistic, and descriptive account of laws, at least insofar as
they applied to the natural world. Robert Boyle captured aspects of this
transition, together with a sense of the uneasiness of it, in his A Free Inquiry
into the Vulgarly Received Notion of Nature when he emphasises the merely
metaphoric use of ‘laws’ in the case of ‘laws of nature’:

I cannot conceive how a body devoid of understanding and sense, truly so
called, can moderate and determinate its own motions, especially so as to
make them conformable to the laws, that it has no knowledge or apprehen-
sion of. (Boyle 2000 [1686]: vol. 10, 457)

C. Locating Cavendish in the evolving early modern history of thinking
aboutlaws:  With this primer of some aspects of Cavendish’s metaphysics
and natural philosophy, and with this sketch of evolving thoughts on the
laws of nature in hand, I now turn to a consideration of how Cavendish fits
into these historical shifts.

Cavendish’s philosophy of the natural world leads her to occupy an
interesting position with a foot in both older and newer ways of thinking
about the laws of nature. As with the newer conception, and on the first
point (a) above, we do not need to think of God as being the source of laws
of nature on her system. This does not mean that God s 7o the ultimate
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source of the laws. Indeed, her system permits the picture whereby God is
that source, and Nature as an infinite whole recognises the God-given laws
rather than generates Nature-given laws. But precisely because study of the
natural world proceeds by rational investigation, and precisely because our
thinking about God’s essence (as presumably that which would be the
source of laws were God to be that source) is something we cannot know by
rational investigation, our study of nature and its laws cannor make
reference at all to God as the source of them. Thus, from the point of
view of our natural philosophy, which disengages from theological meta-
physics at this juncture, for Cavendish, there is a natural, not a divine,
source of laws of nature. On this point, she steps decisively into the modern
world with its emerging conception of the laws of nature. At the same time,
she has not yet fully made what we might think of as an epistemological
turn in thinking about laws. Such a turn entails the theory that laws are
merely the expression of regularities and patterns that human observers
notice in the natural world, without thereby making a claim that such
regularities and patterns are really true of nature (Hume is most notable on
this point). Conversely, Cavendish believes that Nature itself prescribes to
its parts an orderly course of action to follow; regularities and deviations
from regularities are truly part of nature itself, and not just our imposition
of order upon the world.

As with the emerging newer conception (though I shall qualify this
shortly), and on the second point (b) above, Cavendish takes laws to apply
to the theoretical, natural realm of non-human interactions as well as to the
practical, normative realm of human interactions. Lawful and orderly inter-
actions can occur between any sort of natural individual — human and non-
human alike — because all natural individuals have some sort of rational
capacity to understand laws and order as well as some sort of animate ability
to put commands about laws into action (or to fail to do so). At the same
time, precisely because of the fundamental similarity that Cavendish sees
between the human and the non-human worlds, the strict separation
between the theoretical, natural realm of non-human interactions on the
one hand, and the practical, normative realm of human interaction on the
other hand, loses much of its purchase. As will become clear when I address
the next shift in thinking about laws, normative prescriptions of good
behaviour apply equally to the natural world as they do to the human
world. So, while it is true that Cavendish takes the step toward modernity
in her thinking about laws when she holds that laws apply to nature no less
than to humans, this is more because of her heterodox view of nature, which
brings it significantly closer to the human world.
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This last point is underscored by a consideration of Cavendish’s position
on the third point (c) above. This point holds that there is a shift from laws
being conceived of as prescriptive merely to some laws (laws of nature)
being conceived of as descriptive as well. Cavendish does not make the
move into the modern camp on this point, and she does not do so precisely
because of her collapse of the distinction between the human and non-
human worlds, with the latter resembling the former. Since laws as they
apply to humans are prescriptions for proper behaviour, and since nature
takes on characteristics of rationality and ability to act in accordance with
rationality (albeit radically different from human rationality), then laws as
they apply to nature are also prescriptions for proper behaviour.

Finally, recall the fourth point (d) above, as the source of Boyles’
ambivalence in applying laws to the natural world. The fourth point
holds that there is a shift from thinking of laws as applying only to
conscious beings (as the only sort of beings that can understand laws) to
laws applying more widely, e.g. applying to non-conscious nature as well.
This point is the source of Boyle’s concern about using the term ‘law’ when
speaking of nature. Recall:

I cannot conceive how a body devoid of understanding and sense, truly so
called, can moderate and determinate its own motions, especially so as to
make them conformable to the laws, that it has no knowledge or apprehen-
sion of. (Boyle 2000 [1686]: vol. 10, 457)

Cavendish, of course, does not share Boyle’s concern on this point, because
for her, no body is devoid of understanding and sense. Every body is
comprised of some kind of rational understanding and ability to sense.
And so Cavendish can make the move of applying laws to non-human
nature, but in doing so, she does not thereby believe that laws apply to non-
conscious nature.” Precisely because of her view of nature as having char-
acteristics that most seventeenth-century thinkers believe apply to humans
alone, laws can apply more widely for her than they can for those fully
entrenched in the pre-modern way of thinking about laws. But this doesn’t
translate into her taking a decisive step into the modern world on this
score, because she doesn’t disengage law-setting and law-following from

? Recently, Cunning (2016) has argued that Cavendish takes non-human forms of rationality to be
possible examples of unconscious thinking. If this were the case, it would pose problems for my view.
In fact, I do not take there to be sufficient evidence for Cunning’s view, though a thorough case for
this requires a separate treatment. One point against this view is that Cavendish holds that we cannot
know the kinds of rational capacities that other, non-human, beings have, thus indicating that
a claim to other forms of rationality being unconscious is unwarranted.
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rationality and conscious awareness of the laws. She simply extends ration-
ality to all of nature.

So, we can see Cavendish’s interesting middle position in the transition
from older ways of thinking about laws to contemporary ways of thinking
about laws, while also seeing that her middle position is largely due to her
highly original conception of nature and its relation to the human world.
But another important issue has been lurking in the background of this
discussion, and it is time now to bring this into sharp focus. Specifically,
while much of my discussion thus far has been on the topic of laws, there
has also been slippage between this topic and the importantly distinct topic
of order. To be sure, laws and order are closely related. Individuals (of
whatever nature) being guided by universal laws leads to order. At the same
time, radically free individuals (of whatever nature) that are se/f-guided by
universal laws, rather than being guided with unfailing adherence to laws
by God, for example, permit the emergence of disorder. Expanding the
discussion to include the idea of order is crucial because it connects
Cavendish in an important way with a feminist philosopher of science
from the twentieth century, Keller, thus bringing us to a consideration of
the meta-themes noted at the outset of this chapter. And so I now turn to
a discussion of those meta-themes (part 3) as background to a consideration
of Cavendish’s affinity with this later feminist (part 4).

3 Meta-Themes: A Nest of Related Issues

For a few decades now, there has been a trend to taking more contextu-
alist approaches to the history of early modern European philosophy.
The thought is to approach the past and philosophical concepts, ideas,
and theories with attention paid to ‘actors’ categories’."” How did the
philosophers themselves think about what they were doing and how they
were philosophising? What were the philosophical actors’ motivations for
their theories and ideas? To understand as fully as possible the answers to
these sorts of questions, many historians of philosophy have aimed to
gain as much knowledge of the context of philosophers from bygone
centuries. This context is both intellectual — what is the full range of
intellectual projects driving a thinker as she develops her philosophical
beliefs? — and extra-intellectual — what sorts of national, political, and

' The term is Quentin Skinner’s (1969). For a handful of the hundreds of texts that deal with
contextual approaches to history, see also Ashplant and Wilson (1988), Wilson and Ashplant
(1988), Osler (2002), Burian (2003), Haakonssen (2006), Normore (2006), Milkov (2011), and
Laerke, Smith, and Schliesser (2013).
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other beliefs and pressures shape a philosopher’s ideas? The aim of
contextualist histories of philosophy is for the historian of philosophy
to understand as thoroughly as possible historical figures on their own
terms, while also acknowledging the imperfection of this given our own
individual and cultural interpretative filters. One main motivator of such
approaches to the history of philosophy is to avoid anachronism, or to
avoid misrepresenting a past philosopher’s thinking due to a failure of
understanding that ‘the past is a foreign country’, and that ‘they do things
differently there’ (Lowenthal 1999). Anachronism arises, according to
this line of thinking, when we historians of philosophy start from our
own philosophical concerns and read past figures as if they were our
contemporaries with exactly our philosophical concerns and our way of
dealing with those concerns.

But in attempting to avoid anachronism by turning to contextualist
history of philosophy, another ‘threat’ tends to arise, and that is the
tendency toward antiquarianism. Precisely because the past is a foreign
country, and they do things differently there, in representing past philo-
sophers as faithfully as possible on their own terms, we might well become
storytellers of a quaint history that does not connect in any meaningful way
with the present, with what we think and do these days, and with the
problems we are grappling with.

Let me be clear: I find neither supposed threat to be a real threat (see also
Normore 2006: 76). That is, anachronism and antiquarianism are both
perfectly fine outcomes by my lights just as long as the historian of
philosophy is clear about her methods, goals, and the outcomes that result
from these methods and goals. Perhaps an historian of philosophy wishes
to be more of a storyteller, or perhaps an historian of philosophy wishes to
engage in analytic picking and choosing from past figures as ways of
enlightening current projects and concerns; each approach (and the
many approaches in-between) promises to expand our understanding of
something, and that is good, just so long as we acknowledge that there are
also costs to each approach. That said, lately I have been looking for ways of
reading our philosophical past to avoid both anachronism and antiquar-
ianism; I have been looking for ways of being as true as possible to the
historical actors themselves, while drawing productively from the ideas of
those actors to find ways in which their concerns resonate with ours and
ways in which their ideas might illuminate our own situations. This
current study of Cavendish, and her position in the history of laws and
order, provides one such example of approaching the past in this way.



Margaret Cavendish on Laws and Order 8s

This first meta-theme — the relations among contextualist history, ana-
chronism, and antiquarianism — connects closely with a second meta-theme
— thinking about meaningful ways we might understand past thinkers as
feminist. The term ‘feminist’ did not emerge until the early half of the 1800s
when it was coined in French by Charles Fourier (Offen 1988: 45), but
despite the lack of a word, we can ask if something conceptually similar to
feminism existed before. Were there ways of writing and thinking that were
aimed at improving women’s lives by pushing for greater equality between
women and men? For if such ways of thinking did exist, and if feminisms of
the seventeenth century resonate with feminisms that we have today, then
excavating this history would be one non-anachronistic and non-antiquarian
way of thinking about philosophy’s past.

Here are two ways in which a non-antiquarian, contextual history of
philosophy might connect with thinking about the history of feminism.
We could look for feminist themes in early modern philosophers that
resonate with contemporary feminist ethics, or feminist political theory,
or some other feminist value theory.” Or, we could look for feminist
themes in early modern natural philosophy.” There are other approaches,
of course, but I choose these two approaches to underscore an important
point. I take it that it is relatively easy to pursue the first approach above,
namely, looking for feminist connections between early modern and con-
temporary value theory. The seventeenth century saw early acknowledg-
ment of forms of oppression that continue to plague the lives of many
women even today. I also take it that it is much harder to pursue the second
approach above, namely, looking for feminist connections between early
modern and contemporary approaches to the study of nature (natural
philosophy and philosophy of science). There are two reasons for this
challenge. First, the evolution of the study of nature from natural philo-
sophy (in the seventeenth century) to contemporary science has put
enormous conceptual distance between us and the past. Science’s closest
forerunner in the early modern period — natural philosophy — includes
a commitment to addressing metaphysical and theological themes that
simply do not resonate as fully (if at all) with scientists in the twenty-first
century. Second, it is harder, though certainly not impossible, to think
about feminism as applied to the natural world than it is to think of
feminism as applied to the human world.

™ For some examples, see O’Neill (2013), Green (2013), Broad (2015), Detlefsen (2017), and Detlefsen
(2017).

' For some examples, see Merchant (1980), Sarasohn (1984), Merrens (1996), Price (1996), and
Sarasohn (2010).
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Yet it is exactly this latter, tougher, approach that I intend to take in this
remainder of the chapter. Specifically, I shall argue that Cavendish’s ideas on
natural laws and order as just developed in the previous section connect
meaningfully with the ideas of one recent feminist philosopher of science on
the issue of laws of nature and order within nature, namely the ideas of Keller
(Keller 1985). Cavendish’s philosophy, then, resonates meaningfully with
a contemporary view in philosophy of science, and it can be read as such
without being anachronistic. And indeed, one major advantage of reading
Cavendish on this topic is to see that, had her views not been lost to history
until recently, thinking on laws of nature and order within nature may well
have better aligned with contemporary feminist views on this topic. For had
Cavendish’s approach been a better-integrated part of the evolving history of
laws and order, then perhaps we might have avoided some of the outcomes
in our thinking about laws that are underscored in Keller’s feminist philo-
sophy of science. This is the third meta-theme this chapter addresses:
thinking about the distinctive role played by women philosophers in our
philosophical history. So, I turn now to this more contemporary philosophy
of science to connect it with Cavendish’s philosophy of laws and order, thus
illuminating the meta-themes addressed in the current section.

4 Contemporary Feminist Philosophy and the Importance of
Women to Philosophy

The late twentieth century saw the rise of feminist philosophy of science in
Anglo-Analytic philosophy. Among the earliest and most subtle and
insightful thinkers in the torrent of philosophical activity that took place
in the 1980s and 1990s is Keller. She discusses the problematic features of
the concept of a law of nature, and suggests the adoption of the concept of
order in its stead, in her 1985 collected essays, Reflections on Gender and
Science. The relationship between thinking about the laws of nature and
order on the one hand, and feminism on the other hand, is multifaceted.
Here I underscore two points in particular about the relationship of laws,
order, and feminist approaches to science in order to set the stage for
a consideration of Cavendish in this context.

Keller’s feminist approach to science means at least one thing. In the
opening pages of Reflections on Gender and Science, she notes how she draws
upon feminism and our thinking about women to think differently about
science: ‘if women are made rather than born, then surely the same is true of
men. It is also true of science . ... [BJoth gender and science are socially
constructed categories’ (Keller 198s: 3). But she takes this further to note that
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since science is practised by individuals, then the way individuals are con-
structed has an impact upon the way science is practised and constructed in
that practising. As Keller puts it: ‘My subject . . . is not women per se, or even
women and science: it is the making of men, women, and science, or, more
precisely, how the making of men and women has affected the making of
science’ (Keller 1985: 4). Given this, there is a second way in which we can
interpret Keller’s feminist approach to science, and this is that science as
historically a domain practised and constructed primarily by men might well
be constructed in accordance with masculinist ideals, which deserve to be
examined and perhaps challenged. In the following discussion of Keller’s
feminist approach to thinking about laws of nature, at the least the first sense
of feminist philosophy of science is at play. And although I believe that
the second sense is also at play — and I'll mention how so below — I broach
this only briefly, leaving a fuller discussion of this second form of feminism
in Cavendish’s natural philosophy for a different time.

So, given the idea that science and its concepts are socially constructed
by its practitioners, the assumptions, driving motivations, and central
concepts at play in science should be brought to the fore and opened to
challenge if appropriate. Moreover, we should challenge the thought that
the world is transparently open to investigation such that the concepts we
develop to describe the world are universally comprehendible and not
prone to the vagueness that plagues language:

What is special about many, if not all, scientific communities is precisely the
widely shared assumption that the universe they study is directly accessible,
represented by concepts shaped not by language, but only by the demands
oflogic and experiment . . . they [concepts] are beyond language: encoded in
logical structures that require only the discernment of reason and the
confirmation of experiment. (Keller 198s: 130)

One such concept that we should subject to critical analysis, says Keller, is
the concept of a law of nature, for the ‘very concept of “laws of nature” is, in
contemporary usage, both a product and an expression of the absence of
reflectivity’ (Keller 198s: 131). Keller notes that there are many meanings
of that term, but one especially strict and constraining meaning is ‘the use of
the term to refer to causal, deterministic structures — to this day, the scientific
laws par excellence’ (Keller 1985: 132); the ‘extreme case of the desire to turn
observed regularity into law is of course the search for the one “unified” law
of nature that embodies all other laws™ (Keller 1985: 132). One problem with
this constraining version of the laws of nature is that it might capture how
some sciences work (physics, for example) but it fails to account for patterns
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in other sciences (biology, for example; Keller 1985: 134). Another problem
with the concept of laws of nature in general, and most especially the concept
at the extreme as just depicted, it that it puts unhelpful limits, says Keller,
upon how we think about nature and it imposes ‘a premature limit on what
is possible in nature’ (Keller 198s: 133). For one thing, the idea of laws of
nature indicate that ‘nature [is] blind, obedient, and simple; simultaneously,
[the idea of laws of nature] name their maker as authoritative, generative,
resourceful, and complex’ (Keller 1985: 134). One can reasonably infer from
Keller’s depiction that contemporary conceptions of laws of nature, which
portray them as offering merely descriptive accounts of facts about the world,
ignore the fact that they actually carry some normative content, which derives
from the hierarchical nature of the relationship between the creator and the
follower of the laws.

This normative content emerges more fully when Keller investigates the
history of the concept of a law of nature, and this resonates with the
transition in that concept throughout the early modern period, which
I noted above. Keller encapsulates some of my points when she notes the
political and theological origins of the concept: ‘laws of nature, like laws of
the state, are historically imposed from above and obeyed from below’
(Keller 198s: 131); and as such ‘the concept ... remains tainted by its
political and theological origins™ (Keller 1985: 134). Given that the theolo-
gical conception of God ruling over creatures with prescriptive laws in
mind (or the political conception of sovereigns ruling over subjects with
prescriptive laws in mind) is imbued with normative content, and given
that this conception is the source of later ideas about laws of nature, the
later ideas cannot but be imbued with some of the original normative
content, suggesting hierarchy, coercion, and absolute requirements of
obedience, with a consequently limited view of nature.

As an antidote to over reliance on this constraining conception of laws of
nature, Keller suggests we think in terms of order rather than laws:

The concept of order, wider than law and free from its coercive, hierarchical,
and centralizing implications, has the potential to expand our conception of
science. Order is a category comprising patterns of organization that can be
spontaneous, self-generated, or externally imposed; it is a larger category
than law precisely to the extent that law implies external constraint.
Conversely, the kinds generated or generable by law comprise only
a subset of a larger category of observable or apprehensible regularities,
thythms, and patterns. (Keller 1985: 132)

It is important, especially as we return to a consideration of Cavendish
shortly, to separate out two distinct issues Keller addresses in this passage.
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One is the question of where to locate the source of prescriptive suggestions
for orderly or lawful conduct; that source may be in a superordinate being
(e.g. God) dictating from above onto his creatures, or it may come from
individuals themselves as they go about their activities. The second question
is where to locate the source of agency in following prescriptions. For one
can imagine a scenario that permits both a top-down hierarchical imposition
of laws of conduct and the self-generated ability to follow or dissent from
those laws; on this scenario, laws do not imply external constraint, pace
Keller’s depiction above. But Keller’s insight is important for returning to
Cavendish for two reasons. One reason is precisely that order need not
follow from externally imposed constraint, as Keller is right to point out.
A second reason is that Keller’s conflation of lawfulness with wholly passive
and obedient nature is telling because she is right that a conception of nature
as passive, wholly causally determined, and bound by inviolable laws is the
dominant conception to have emerged from natural philosophy in the early
modern period.

This conception of nature, though, was not the only conception of
nature on offer during those centuries. Section 2 of this chapter, which
elucidates some of Cavendish’s ideas about the natural world, underscores
this point. As with her middle position in the evolving conception of laws
of nature, she occupies a middle position with respect to Keller’s way of
carving up the terrain of thinking about laws and order. On the one hand,
Cavendish does have a top-down, hierarchical approach when it comes to
the source of the prescriptive laws of nature. Recall her claim: ‘T say Nature
hath but One Law, which is a wise Law, viz. to keep Infinite matter in
order, and to keep so much Peace, as not to disturb the Foundation of her
Government . .. " (Cavendish 1664b: 146). This idea captures the extreme
that Keller thinks obtains in traditional thinking about laws. Recall her
claim: the ‘extreme case of the desire to turn observed regularity into law is
of course the search for the one “unified” law of nature that embodies all
other laws’ (Keller 198s: 132). But Cavendish’s theory of the natural world
does not thereby lead to laws becoming ‘coercive’, with natural individuals
becoming fully ‘externally constrained’ within the hierarchical nature. For
Cavendish, to recall again, believes that particular individuals are self-
moving parts that can freely choose to follow or to resist the dictates of
law: ‘according as Regularities and Irregularities [of individual creatures]
have power, they cause either Peace or War, Sickness or Health ... to
particular Creatures or parts of Nature ... " (Cavendish 1664b: 238—9; cf.
Cavendish 1664b: 279-80, 344—5; Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 13, 33—4). Thus,
Cavendish’s view of nature aligns quite closely with Keller’s hope that we
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might think of nature as ‘generative and resourceful — more complex and
abundant than we can either describe or prescribe’ (Keller 1985: 134), a way
of thinking about nature that Keller thinks might emerge more readily
from understanding it to be orderly rather than merely law governed.

Even more interesting is the fact that Cavendish almost never writes about
nature as law governed. She almost always uses terms that permit of a broader,
more flexible conception of the natural world along the lines that Keller
advocates. Cavendish writes about the natural world in terms of its displays of
patterns (e.g. Cavendish 1664b: 29 and 183), or regularities (e.g. Cavendish
1664b: 40 and 48; Cavendish 1663: 277). But her most constant depiction of
nature is as a varied, yet orderly thing (e.g. Cavendish 2001 [1668]: 163 and
165; Cavendish 1664b: 8, 13, 31, 107, 135, 539; and Cavendish 1663: 1, 9, and
88) — indeed, ordered ‘as such a Tree, or such a Flower, or such a Fruit, or the
like’ (Cavendish 1664b: 161), a truly self-generative nature. Characterising
nature primarily in terms of its orderliness permits Cavendish to also accom-
modate the irregularities and disorders that she believes obtain in the natural
world as a result of its free, self-generative, self-governing essence.

Reading Cavendish in terms of how she fits into the history of thinking
about laws, and noting her affinity for thinking more in terms of natural
order, allows me to address the nest of meta-themes detailed in the previous
section. On the first meta-theme, reading Cavendish on her own terms —
and thus non-anachronistically — shows us an early modern example of
a view of nature that may be out of step with the views of the mechanical
philosophers whose vision came to dominate histories of western philoso-
phy. But Cavendish’s view offers the broader, more flexible account of
order within the world that resonates with a recent feminist account of how
we might better approach our study of nature — and as such, allows a non-
antiquarian account of the past.

On the second meta-theme, to the extent that recent literature offers
a feminist account of laws of nature by drawing on feminist insights about
the social construction of science as largely practised by (socially con-
structed) men, excavating a woman’s view (Cavendish’s) on nature and
its order allows us to see her natural philosophy as contributing to the
history of feminism. I think there is a second, more robust way, in which
we can think about Cavendish’s views on nature’s order and laws as
distinctively ~feminist, though developing this requires separate
treatment.” This second feminist philosophy of nature takes seriously

" T will provide this treatment in my review essay of Walters 2014 in preparation for The Canadian

Journal of Philosophy.
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the idea that a woman, socially constructed as she is, might well have
a distinctive way of theorising about the natural world. I believe we see an
especially strong example of this in Cavendish’s writing, and this derives
from the strong parallel she draws between human and non-human nature.
I suspect that the blended view of non-human nature, which includes
hierarchy alongside the freedom to self-govern, including the freedom to
dissent from top-down prescriptions of lawful behaviour, derives from her
views about social and political relations in the human world. Specifically,
I suspect that her understanding of women’s constrained social roles,
together with her push for women’s challenging of the ‘laws’ governing
their lives as women, motivates her particular view of nature. As such,
a recognisably feminist agenda in the human world, together with the
strong parallel she sees between human nature and non-human natures,
allows the conclusion that her view of nature originates in distinctively
feminist concerns.

Finally, this chapter engages with the third meta-theme, albeit in
a somewhat bittersweet vein. Reading the role that a woman plays in the
history of a concept of present interest to philosophers and scientists alike,
allows us to see the value of recovering the philosophical contributions of
women. Keller’s point here is poignant; a better, because more nimble and
inclusive, way of thinking about regularities in the natural world is to think
in terms of order, not laws, for the former is broader and can include the
latter and much more besides. Keller is right that western history delivered
us to a place where the primary way of thinking about regularities in
scientific inquiries about the natural world is in terms of laws. Her under-
scoring of the historical lineage of that term and how it conditions our
present thinking about nature is insightful. But turning to the past to
recover lost voices and lost histories exposes the fact that Keller’s sugges-
tions of a better way are not new to the twentieth century. It is true that the
parts of the past we brought forward, the history that shaped us as
philosophers and as scientists, does not include Keller’s vision, but that
history is there to be recovered, and doing so allows us to see the valuable
insights women from the seventeenth century had. But — and here is the
bittersweet part — the recovery project also gives us pause as we wonder
what might have been, how we might have been as philosophers and
scientists, had we not failed in the first place to learn from the fullness
and richness of human experience.
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CHAPTER §

Bathsua Makin and Anna Maria van Schurman
Education and the Metaphysics of Being a Woman

Sara L. Uckelman

1 Introduction

In 1659, a London publisher printed a treatise entitled 7he Learned Maid,
or, Whether a Maid may be a Scholar? A Logick Exercise, a translation of
a Latin treatise originally written two decades earlier by a young woman
from Utrecht, Anna Maria van Schurman (van Schurman 1659). About
fifteen years later, in 1673, an anonymous short vernacular treatise dedi-
cated to Lady Mary, eldest daughter of the Duke of York, was published,
also in London, entitled An Essay to Revive the Antient Education of
Gentlewomen, in Religion, Manners, Arts & Tongues. With an Answer to
the Objections Against this Way of Education, written by Bathsua Makin.

Educational treatises such as these are important because, as Clabaugh
notes, “the very essence of a culture is revealed in its educational attitudes,
policies, and practices” (Clabaugh 2010: 164). Whom a culture decides to
educate as well as how this education is undertaken reflects not only
pragmatic aspects about the culture but also something of the fundamental
understanding the culture has of itself. In this respect, educational treatises
provide us with a very specific view about the self-conceptions of
a particular time and place. These two treatises, van Schurman’s and
Makin’s, are especially important because they are some of the earliest
treatises arguing for the education of women that are both written by
women and in English, and both authors were eminent scholars and
educators themselves — as we’ll see in the next section.”

In this chapter, I argue that more than the essence of a culture is
illustrated in such educational treatises: Attitudes towards education also

" A good introduction to Makin and her educational theory is (Teague 1998); see also (Helm 1993). For
van Schurman’s life and works, see (de Baar 2004, Larsen 2016, van Beek 2010). On seventeenth-
century educational theory in England, see (Greengrass, et al., 1994, Sadler 1966, Turnbull 1947).
The relationship between feminism and philosophies of education, tangential to the current argu-
ments but providing further support for the importance of looking to educational treatises for
understanding philosophical positions, is discussed in (Detlefsen 2017).
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reveal the essence of that which is to be educated — at least, the essence as it
is understood in a particular time and context (in the present case,
the second half of the seventeenth century) — and treatises on female
pedagogy provide us with a special insight into how the nature of
women is understood. Both van Schurman’s and Makin’s treatises address
the question of whether women should be educated by arguing that it is
not contrary to the nature of woman to be educated. As a result, these
treatises can be read as not only treatises in pedagogical theory concerning
practical questions of education, but also as philosophical treatises in
metaphysics.

It might seem strange to investigate metaphysics through treatises on
educational theory; but if we are interested in views on the metaphysics of
women — and on women’s views of metaphysics — in the seventeenth
century, we can’t just open a seventeenth-century textbook on metaphy-
sics. For no such textbook was written by women, and (as far as I am aware)
no textbook written by men treats the topic of the essence of women as
distinct from that of men. Thus, if we are interested in the metaphysical
views of women in the seventeenth century, as well as seventeenth-century
views on the metaphysics of women, we must look for these views else-
where. Makin’s and van Schurman’s arguments for the education of
women, while often ultimately pragmatic, are substantially grounded in
metaphysical issues. By reading these treatises with an eye towards these
issues, we can develop an understanding of how the metaphysics of women
was viewed during the latter half of the seventeenth century, particularly by
women themselves.

In this chapter I present van Schurman’s and Makin’s arguments for the
education of women as a lens through which to understand their shared
metaphysical conceptions about the nature, or essence, of women.
The arguments that are advanced for the education of women provide us
with an understanding of how the “nature” or “essence” of women was
conceived of in this period, and which characteristics considered intrinsic
to being a woman make women apt for education. In the next section
I sketch the biographies of van Schurman and Makin, and identify some of
the characteristics and conclusions found in both their treatises. I then
discuss the specifics of van Schurman’s and Makin’s metaphysics of women
each in turn, showing how both women perceive women as having natures
similar to men’s. I contrast the views of these two women with the view of
a contemporary man on the same subject, Samuel Torshel, who in 1645
published 7he Womans Glorie. A Treatise, Asserting the Due Honour of that
Sexe, and Directing Wherein that Honour Consists (Torshel 1645). Torshel’s
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treatise is a nearly 250-page argument in favor of many of the same
conclusions as van Schurman and Makin, but it lacks the metaphysical
foundations of the women’s treatises. This allows me to use Torshel as
a foil for my final metaphysical conclusions, that van Schurman and Makin
both argue for explicit conclusions about the nature of women that are
advocated only implicitly by male metaphysicians (such as Descartes and
Locke) even half a century afterwards.

2 Background and Biographical Information

The identity of the author of the Essay was for much of the twentieth
century confused, due to the previous identification of her as her brother-
in-law’s sister; it was not until 1993 that her proper biography was estab-
lished. The author was born Bathsua Reginald (Rainolds) in 1600, the
daughter of Henry Reginald (Reginolles, Reynolds) and sister of Ithamaria
Reginald, who married John Pell in 1632 (Brink 1991: 314, Teague 1993: 2,
5). In letters between Bathsua and John, Bathsua calls John her brother and
calls herself his sister; later historians took this as literal rather than
figurative and took her maiden name to be properly Bathsua Pell
(Teague 1993: 2), and this created difficulty for establishing her biographi-
cal details. Bathsua in fact married Richard Makin, in 1621, and around
1640 entered court service as the tutor of Princess Elizabeth, daughter of
Charles I. It was around this time that Makin and van Schurman corre-
sponded (in Hebrew), and van Schurman’s treatise influenced Makin’s
(Teague 1993: 6—7). Makin may have been connected with van Schurman
via her brother-in-law, who between 1643 and 1652 held chairs in mathe-
matics in Amsterdam and Breda (Brink 1991: 319). Alternatively, van
Schurman may have sought out Makin herself or been connected with
her via Dorothy (Dorothea) Dury (née Moore)* (de Baar 2004: 122).
A letter from van Schurman to Makin can be dated to either 1640 (in
which case van Schurman was already connected to Makin before Pell
moved to the Netherlands) or 1646 (which would support a connection via
Pell) (de Baar 2004: 123—24). In addition to her Essay, Makin also wrote

* Moore herself was a proponent of women’s education, and is the author of a letter “On the Education
of Girls,” intended for publication along with Adolphus Speed’s treatise on the same topic, but the
publication of these texts was canceled due to lack of space (Webster 1970, p. 206, fn. 38). Moore’s
treatise was reprinted in (Turnbull 1947, pp. 120-121). Unlike Makin and van Schurman, Moore
focuses on the practical aspects of women’s education, what and how and by whom they should be
taught. She does not consider the theoretical foundations which justify offering such an education in
the way that Main and van Schurman do.
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poetry, including the Musa Virginea (Makin 1616), with verses in Greek,
Latin, Hebrew, Spanish, German, French, and Italian, and as well as two
poems to members of the Hastings family.

Anna Maria van Schurman was seven years Makin’s junior. Born in
Cologne in 1607, her family moved to Utrecht when she was a young child
and she learned Greek, Latin, arithmetic, geography, astronomy, and
music from her father. In 1636, she matriculated at Utrecht University,
becoming the first female student at a Dutch university.” Her treatise
advocating the education of women was part of her correspondence with
the Calvinist theologian André (Andrew) Rivet; it was published first in
Latin, in 1638, 1641, and 1673, with translations into French in 1646 and
English in 1659 (Ariew and Garber 1998: 1461, van Beek 2010: 180-81).
In addition to advocating for women’s education, van Schurman also
acquired renown as a painter and engraver, obtaining honorary admission
to the St. Luke Guild of Painters in 1643 (van Beek 2010: 94), and wrote
theological treatises (van Schurman 1639, 1648, 1673).

At the time van Schurman and Makin were writing, there was no strong
argument against teaching women how to read, so long as it did not take
away from time better spent doing household chores. For a woman who
can read is able to read the Bible, and a woman who reads the Bible
improves her soul and maintains her virtue — her most precious asset.”*
For both authors, the purpose of educating women is primarily practical.
While education is not “a thing requisite and precisely needfull to eternall
salvation” (van Schurman 1659: 6), for even uneducated women may still
aspire to salvation,’ any skills in language, education, wit, or mind are all
still secondary to a woman’s piety and virtue. Fr. Spanhemius in his
introduction to the 1659 English translation of van Schurman’s treatise
says that “these Gifts are far inferiour to those which she accounteth chief;
Piety without Ostension, Modesty beyond Example, and most Exemplary
Holineses of Life and Conversation” (van Schurman 1659). Van Schurman
further argues that if woman is to be virtuous, and virtuous action must
conform to reason, knowing reason will make one more virtuous (van
Schurman 1659: 22). She argues that “especially let regard be had unto
those Arts which have the neerest alliance to 7heology and the Moral
Virtues, and are Principally subservient to them ... especially Logick, fitly

? Some claim that she was the first female student at any university. This is a contentious claim, and the
evidence for it is well discussed by van Beek (2010).

* See (Teague 1996) for more on the reading habits of early modern women.

* In this, van Schurman rejects the Lutheran view that “salvation of every human soul depended upon
informed reading of the Holy Scriptures” (Clabaugh 2010, p. 172).
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called The Key of all Sciences” (van Schurman 1659: 4—s5). Other disciplines
which are close enough to theology and moral virtues to shed light upon
them include physics, history, and metaphysics.

Many of Makin’s arguments for the education of women are similarly
pragmatic. After pointing out that “Men, by liberal Education, are much
better’d, as to intellectuals and morals” (Makin 1673: 7), Makin notes that
“greater Care ought to be taken of [women]; Because Evil seems to be
begun here, as in Eve, and to be propagated by her Daughters” (Makin
1673: 7). Women are both weak when it comes to resisting and strong when
it comes to being tempted by evil (Makin 1673: 7), and thus given that
education can promote virtue, it is important that women be educated,
perhaps even more important than that men be educated. Makin argues
directly against classical views, wherein “because females were widely
regarded as potentially or even inherently vicious, irrational, and untrust-
worthy, it was commonly held that their education was not only unneces-
sary, but imprudent, counterproductive, even dangerous” (Clabaugh 2010:
166-67). In Makin’s view, “Women ought to be Learned, that they may
stop their ears against Seducers” (Makin 1673: 25).

In addition to the firm anchoring of their arguments in the salvific
benefits of education, both women also point out the benefits to men of
educated women; for an educated woman can produce educated sons, and
assist her husband in his business cares. But though most of their arguments
are pragmatic, not all are. From a modern point of view, it is reassuring to
read that both are happy to admit that the education of women can also be
an intrinsic good, bringing pleasure to the woman so educated.

Neither women ever makes explicit what she means by the “nature” or
“essence” of women; in Makin’s case, this is not surprising, given that her
treatise is not philosophical in nature and thus she does not need to go
through the careful exercise of introducing, defining, and employing
technical philosophical terms. Van Schurman’s treatise, on the other
hand, is explicitly couched in philosophical argumentative structures,
and she does make a point of defining her primary terms (“maid,” “scho-
lar,” and “whether [a maid] may be” (van Schurman 1659: 1—2). Though
she does not explicitly define it, van Schurman uses “nature” in two distinct
ways. In the first way, “nature” picks out an active causal power that applies
generally across creation, for instance when van Schurman argues that
“Nature doth nothing in vain” (van Schurman 1659: 8). In the second way,
“nature” picks out the essence or “true being” of some “natural, finite
phenomena” (van Beek 2010: 67); for example when “nothing is more
agreeable to humane nature, then [sic] honest and ingenuous delight” (van
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Schurman 1659: 19—20). Thus, I will not treat “essence” and “nature” as
distinct notions, but rather use them interchangeably.

3 The Learned Maid

The central thesis of van Schurman’s treatise is “That a Maid may be
a Scholar” (van Schurman 1659: 1), and she begins with providing her

definition of both:

By a Maid or Woman, I understand her that is a Christian, and that not in
Profession onely, but really and indeed. (van Schurman 1659: 1)

Despite this restriction of the subject to Christian women, van Schurman feels
free to draw her examples of educated women from the pagans as well,® as does
Makin. Additionally, though van Schurman includes @/ Christian women
within the domain of “Maid,” through her examples and later discussion it is
clear that she is happy to admit that not every maid is apt for education; her
arguments are directed at those women who have the means and the time to
devote to being educated. Women who must work to support themselves, or
who have children to care for, may not be best suited for education:

For some Muaids are ingenious, others 7ot so: some are rich, some poor: some
engaged in Domestick cares, others az liberty. (van Schurman 1659: 2)

She defines a “scholar” as follows:

By a Scholar, I mean one that is given to the study of Letters, that is, the
knowledge of Tongues and Histories, all kinds of Learning, both superior
entitled Faculties; and inferiour, call’d Philosophy. (van Schurman 1659: 1-2)

The study of scriptures is exempted, as it is taken for granted that this
“without Controversie belongs to all Christians” (van Schurman 1659: 2).
The studies of a scholar are divided into two types: “universal, when we give
our selves to all sorts of Learning or particular, when we learn some one
Language or Science, or one distinct Faculty” (van Schurman 1659: 2).

The arguments that she gives for her conclusion are all syllogistic in nature,
and can be divided into two types: Arguments based on characteristics of the
subject (that is “Maid”) and those that are based on characteristics of the
predicate (that is “Scholar”). In each case, van Schurman seeks to show how
these characteristics make learning “convenient, that is, expedient, fit, decent”
(van Schurman 1659: 2) for women.

¢ Van Schurman provides the reader with a list of sources in which one can read “of the eruditien of
Maids”; these sources include Livy, Plutarch, and Pliny (van Schurman 1959, p. 3).
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My focus will be on arguments of the first type, from the characteristics
of the subject, because they are the ones that will gives us insight into the
nature of women. The arguments from the subject can be further sub-
divided into two types: Those that are intrinsic to the nature of women,
stemming from some aspect of the essence of women, and those that are
extrinsic, rooted in pragmatic and accidental properties of women.
My further focus is arguments in the first category, because they provide
insight into the underlying view of the metaphysics of women.

First, though, I briefly look at some of the extrinsic arguments, to show
how it is that they are extrinsic, and can therefore be ignored in the
remainder of my discussion. An example of such an extrinsic argument is
the following objection to van Schurman’s main thesis:

The studies of Learning are not convenient for those that are destitute of
means necessary to their studies.

But Women are destitute of means, &c.

Therefore. (van Schurman 1659: 28)

The fact that women are destitute of means is not essential to their nature
as women, for not all women are indeed destitute of means. On the positive
side, van Schurman offers the following extrinsic argument:

They that have the happiness of a more quiet and free course of life, may
with most convenience follow their studies.

But Maids for the most part, have the happiness of a more quiet and free
course of life:

Therefore. (van Schurman 1659: 11)

This, too, is not essential to the nature or essence of womeny; it is happen-
stance (or, if you are more cynical, a direct result of the patriarchal social
structures in place at the time) that women have more quiet leisure time
than men do, simply because they are excluded from so many of the realms
that would deprive them of this quiet leisure time. (Van Schurman makes
precisely this point when she notes that women are “exempt from publick
cares” [van Schurman 1659: 11].)

Van Schurman gives seven arguments from properties of the subject; of
these, three derive from intrinsic properties. These intrinsic properties are:

1. That “Maids are naturally endued with the Principles, or powers of the
principles, of all Arts and Sciences” (van Schurman 1659: 6-7).”

7 In these, and in other quotes, I regularly, and silently, expand the “&c.” of van Schurman’s text.
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2. That “a Maid hath naturally a desire of Arts and Sciences” (van
Schurman 1659: 8).

3. That “God hath created women also with a sublime and erect counte-
nance” (van Schurman 1659: 9).

The second and third properties are worth highlighting, because they
indicate a lack of a distinction between the nature, or essence, of men
and the nature, or essence, of women. In particular, in support of
the second claim, van Schurman appeals to Aristotle, who argues in his
Metaphysics that “all Mankind have in them by Nature a desire of knowl-
edge” (van Schurman 1659: 8). Women are taken by van Schurman to
participate equally in “mankind”; because women are just as human as men
are, they by nature also desire education; and where we would not shrink
from satisfying the desire of a man we should not shrink from satisfying
this same desire in a woman. This lack of distinction is a theme that van
Schurman (and, we’ll see, Makin) continually picks up on in her treatise.

The arguments from the property of the predicate provide us with
indirect evidence concerning the nature of women. In these arguments,
the major premise picks up on a characteristic property of being a scholar,
but the minor premise relates these properties to characteristics of women
(either specifically, or as members of a larger genus, such as “human” or
“animal”). From these, we can extract the following characteristics of the
nature of women:

1. That “all creatures tend unto their last and highest perfections as that
which is most convenient for them” (van Schurman 1659: 15).

2. That “the Honour of the Female Sexe is most tender, and needeth
nothing more than Prudence” (van Schurman 1659: 18).

3. That “a Woman is by Nature prone to the vice of pusillanimity”® (van
Schurman 1659: 19).

After considering arguments in favor of the education of women, van
Schurman turns to objections to her thesis that maids can be scholars.
Of these five objections, it is noteworthy that only one of them derives
from the nature of women. Unsurprisingly, the view of women held by those
who think women should not be educated is not very flattering: Women
should not be educated because they are “of weak wits” (and this fact, “they
think, needeth no Proofe” [van Schurman 1659: 25—26]). Van Schurman’s

8 “Pusillanimity” is the vice of timidity or cowardice, with the further implication of not living up to

one’s full potential.
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response to this argument is quite clever: Rather than rejecting the claim that
women are of weak wits, she accepts that they are, but shows that this is also
a part of the nature of men, and therefore any argument from this fact to the
conclusion that women should not be educated also applies to men as well.
She points out that “not alwayes heroical wits are precisely necessary to
studies: for the number even of learned Men, we see, is made up in good
part, of those that are of the middle sort” (van Schurman 1659: 26). Who
cares if women are weak-witted? Men are only middling themselves. Not
only that, but she goes further to make women’s weakness of wit a point in
Jfavor of them being educated, “because studies do supply us with aids and
helps for our weakness” (van Schurman 1659: 277). (This is a point that Makin
also makes below.) All of the other objections that van Schurman considers
are extrinsic, rather than intrinsic, to the nature of women.

4 The Educated Gentlewoman

While van Schurman’s treatise is structured in a tight syllogistic fashion,
the argumentative structure of Makin’s text is harder to tease out.” At first
pass, her argument is nothing more than ostension — lists of historical
women who have excelled in different areas of learning."® Makin provides
examples of women who are educated “in Arts and Tongues” (Makin 1673:
8—9), of which some women “have been eminent in them” and “the equal
to most Men” (Makin 1673: 9—11); are good linguists (Makin 1673: 11—12);"
are good orators (Makin 1673: 12-13); understand logic (Makin 1673: 13);
are profound philosophers (Makin 1673: 13-14); understand mathematics
(Makin 1673: 15); excel in divinity (Makin 1673: 15-16); and are good poets
(Makin 1673: 16—21). After these long lists, Makin demands an explanation
for why “the Vertues, the Disciplines, the Nine Muses, the Devisers, and
Patrons of all good Arts, the Three Graces” have historically been repre-
sented as women, if not the fact that “Women were the Inventors of many
of these Arts, and the promoters of them, and since have studyed them, and
attained to an excellent in them” (Makin 1673: 21).

? Teague argues that van Schurman’s treatise “provides the format that Makin’s essay uses” (Teague
1993, p. 7), but it is hard to see how this can be justified; there is no hint of syllogistic reasoning,
which provides the bulk of the shape of van Schurman’s structure. Van Beck recognises that “the
form of the Essay is clearly different” from van Schurman’s treatise (van Beek 2010, p. 181).

' Though this is in itself of interest; as Waithe notes, this overview of the history of educated women
makes Makin one of the first, if not zhe first, female historian of philosophy (Waithe 1989, p. 137);
Brink also calls her “one of the first scholars to work in the field of women’s history” (Brink 1991,
p- 313).

" By which she means they know many languages.
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Having thus established that women have been educated, and have been
instigators of the fields of education, Makin then explains the ways in
which women ought to be educated. Like van Schurman, she is happy to
distinguish rich women from poor women (and to further distinguish, in
each of these categories, women “of good natural Parts” and “of low Parts”
[Makin 1673: 22]), and focus her attention on the education of rich women
of good parts. She also agrees with van Schurman that while education can
improve a woman’s virtue, it is not “necessary to the ... Salvation of
Women, to be thus educated” (Makin 1673: 22). Women may lack educa-
tion (perhaps because they lack the means or the time) and yet still not be
damned.

But the order of the lists that she begins the treatise with is an argument
in itself. After giving examples of women who have excelled in a particular
forté, Makin, playing the part of the devil’s advocate, objects that this is no
skill, but part of the nature of women. For example, after the list of women
who have understood logic, Makin notes that “Some think I have hardly
spoke to the Purpose yet; Logick disposes to wrangle, a thing Women are
inclined to naturally” (Makin 1673: 13). After having considered women
skilled in languages, linguistics, and oration, she considers the objection
that women “may learn Tongues and speak freely, being naturally disposed
to be talkative” (Makin 1673: 13). Makin meets each “objection” by show-
ing that this display of what the objector says is mere “nature” is developed
in a particular and noteworthy bent. Women are not merely prattlers —
they are logicians. They are not merely wranglers — they are philosophers,
divines, etc. And all of this derives from the nature of women. The very
features of women that the objector attempts to appeal to to dismiss
women from the status of educated are the same features that Makin
implicitly argues support their claim to that status.

We saw above some of Makin’s pragmatic arguments for the education
of women. These arguments can also be read as indicating the nature of
women. Many of Makin’s arguments are theological in nature, revolving
around God’s intended role or purpose for women. She notes that “had
God intended Women onely as a finer sort of Cattle, he would not have
made them reasonable” and that “God intended Woman as a help-meet to
Man, in his constant conversation, and in the concerns of his Family and
Estate” (Makin 1673: 23). Not only this, but “We cannot be so stupid as to
imagine, that God gives Ladies great Estates, merely that they may Eat,
Drink, Sleep, and rise up to Play” (Makin 1673: 26). Instead, they should
use their leisure time in becoming educated, so that they don’t, “for want of
this Education, have nothing to imploy themselves, but are forced to
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Cards, Dice, Playes, and frothy Romances” (Makin 1673: 26) or “dressing
and trimming themselves like Bartholomew-Babies” (Makin 1673: 30). She
is not explicit about whether the intended purpose of woman is part of the
essence of woman, but it is not unreasonable to think that she would assent
to this.

Other arguments appeal to “Nature” as an effective cause, rather than God:
“Nature produces Women of such excellent Parts, that they do often equalize,
some-times excel men, in what ever they attempt” (Makin 1673: 23).

Furthermore, Makin does make a specific claim about the nature of
women with respect to education and learning, namely that it is not
“necessary to esse, to the substance” (Makin 1673: 22) that a woman be
educated. Presumably she would say the same is true of men; she — like van
Schurman — often dissolves arguments against the education of women by
turning them into arguments against the education of men.

It is interesting that almost all of the objections to the education of
women that Makin considers are, in the terms that I used to describe van
Schurman’s arguments above, extrinsic. No one will want to marry edu-
cated women, and it is against custom to educate them (Makin 1673:
30-31). Solomon’s “good Housewife” is not commended for her education
(Makin 1673: 30). The end goal of learning is the public sphere, in which
women do not participate (Makin 1673: 33). Women “will not mind their
Household affairs,” “have other things to do,” “do not desire Learning,”
and “are of low Parts,” (Makin 1673: 33—34).

All of these objections, Makin dispenses with short shrift. (“Neither do
many boys,” she replies to the objection that women do not desire learning
[Makin 1673: 33]).

Only two objections stem from the (purported) nature of women, and
one of these is one of the objections that Makin takes the longest in
rebutting. This is the objection that “Women are of ill Natures, and will
abuse their Education” (Makin 1673: 32). Makin calls this “the killing
objection” (Makin 1673: 32) ... if it were unanswerable. And, of course,
it is answerable. Makin takes up three points that she sees falling under this
objection: That (1) “They will abuse Learning”; (2) “They are of ill
Natures”; and (3) “They will be proud, and not obey their Husbands”
(Makin 1673: 32). The first and third subobjections are extrinsic ones, and
to both Makin replies by noting that “so do men” and “This same
Argument may be turned upon Men; what-ever they answer for them-
selves, will defend Woman” (Makin 1673: 32). In this, Makin holds that
what makes men suited for the pursuit of knowledge applies equally to
women. I will discuss the Cartesian roots of such a view below.
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Regarding the charge that women are “of ill nature,” Makin wholly
rejects it (albeit without clear argument; but then again, hers is not an
argumentative treatise in the way that van Schurman’s is). She calls it “an
impudent calumny,”

as if the whole Sex of Women ... had that malice infused into their very
Natures and Constitutions, that they are ordinarily made worse by that
Education that makes Men generally better. (Makin 1673: 32)

To extract an argument from this, we could say that the burden of proof
lies with the objector; they are the ones that must explain what the
difference in nature between men and women is such that men are
generally made better by education but women generally made worse.
Failure to give such a difference leaves one in the default position that
there is nothing in the nature of women that distinguishes them from men
with respect to education.

The other objection stemming from the nature of women is that they “are
of softer Natures” (Makin 1673: 34). This she counters as being no objection
at all, for that which is soft is more impressionable, and that which is more
impressionable is more apt to benefit from education. Furthermore, that
which is weak can be strengthened by education, and thus those who are of
softer natures have the most to benefit from learning. Far from being an
objection, it is a positive point in favor of the education of women.

Despite the overtly nonphilosophical approach of Makin’s treatise, the
philosophical implications of her views are clear. Many of her arguments
for the education of women are clearly rooted in the nature or essence of
women themselves, and not external or pragmatic considerations (though,
as with van Schurman, some of her arguments are rooted in those con-
siderations). The metaphysical foundations of Makin’s arguments become
clearer when we look at another collection of arguments for similar con-
clusions that almost wholly lacks this foundation.

s The Glory of Women

It was not only women that were advocating the education of women in
this period; enlightened men also saw the utility of such an education.
In this section I look at the structure of Samuel Torshel’s The Womans
Glorie (Torshel 164s5), published between Makin’s treatise and van
Schurman’s translation into English, and arguing for similar conclusions.
Torshel’s book is of interest to us here for two reasons: First, to see if any
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difference between women’s arguments for women’s education and men’s
arguments for women’s education tell us anything about different concep-
tions of the nature and essence of women. Second, because Torshel’s book
contains a translation of “The letters touching this argument, between
And[rew] Rivet & A. Maria 4 Schurman” (Torshel 1645: 34):™

For the confirmation of the point in hand, and for the honour of that
Maiden Pen, 1 will translate into our own tongue for the use of our English
women, so much of that learned Letter as concernes this present argument,
which that renowned Virgin, Anne Marie Schurman of Utrecht wrote in
Latine. (Torshel 1645: 34-35)

The first point of difference between Torshel’s treatise and those of van
Schurman and Makin is the length — what they have been able to elo-
quently argue in around forty pages Torshel expends nearly 250 pages on.
Torshel’s primary conclusions are (1) “That Women are capable of the
highest improvement, and the greatest glory to which man may be
advanced” and (2) “That their highest improvement is that of the Soul,
and their greatest glory is Soul-glory” (Torshel 164s5: 2). His method of
demonstrating these conclusions is closer to Makin’s than van Schurman’s;
to provide support for (1) and (2), he says “I will principally build upon
Scripture Grounds and Examples” (Torshel 164s: 5).

Scripture tells us that “woman as well as man was created after the Image
of God,” and a consequence of this is that “woman hath the same pre-
rogative of creation with man” (Torshel 1645: 5—6). Thus, given that man
has been endowed with a “spirituall, rationall, free, willing, immortall
Soul” and that “in his mind [there is] a right knowledge of Gods nature,
will, and workes” (Torshel 1645: 6), the same holds of women; this is, in
part, because “the Sou/ knowes no difference of Sexe (Torshel 1645: 11) (a
very Cartesian sentiment [Detlefsen 2017: 196]). Thus, while all three
authors appeal to the fact that women are created in the image of God in
the same way that men are, Torshel’s arguments are substantially more

theologically- and less philosophically-based.

"> From the prologue to The Learned Maid it becomes clear that Van Schurman’s Dissertatio had
previously been translated into English; for in it the following reference can be found: “This strange
Maid, being now the second time drest up in her English habit.” Recent research has established that
the first translation of the Dissertatio came into being in 1645 under the auspices of Bathsua Makin
and was included in the work 7/he Woman's Glorie, a manifesto written by Samuel Torshel, a devout
chaplain at the royal court (van Beek 2010, pp. 180-181). However, Torshel did not translate the
actual treatise, but rather part of the correspondence surrounding the treatise. In the 1659 transla-
tion, only an excerpt of the letter that Torshel translates is included.
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Having demonstrated the scriptural underpinning for his conclusion in
chapter I, in chapter II Torshel —like Makin a few decades later — proves his
point by ostension, by listing women who have achieved eminence in
“Wisdome, Policie, Deliberation, Secresie, [and] Learning” (Torshel
1645: 16). After his excursion in chapter III on van Schurman’s letter to
Rivet, in chapter IV he returns to the ostensive matter, provided examples
of women who have achieved eminence in “Constancie, Courage, Abilitie
to govern, [and] Piety and Religion” (Torshel 164s: 74).

But while the book starts off with a promising goal, the remainder of the
book is devoted to paeans of women’s virtue and platitudes of practical advice;
no further arguments are given. The question of education is left almost wholly
behind, reduced to “the old and familiar cry of censorship” that women should
“read no romances, no plays, and no pastorals” (Waith 1949: 136).

I would like now to situate the metaphysical views we have teased out of
van Schurman and Makin in a broader philosophical context. The only
explicit philosophical authority that van Schurman appeals to is Aristotle’s
adage that “all Mankind have in them by Nature a desire of knowledge”
(van Schurman 1659: 8). But this appeal can only be successful if the Nature
indicated here is a nature that both men and women share. Aristotle
himself would not necessarily have agreed with this, as he “denied under-
privileged classes of humanity, that is, women and slaves, certain powers of
deliberation” (Ready 2002: 566). Contemporary historians of feminism
have noted how this “common tendency either to deny women rationality
or to acknowledge in them a form of it qualitatively different from men’s”
(Ready 2002: 566) has been used to justify the continual oppression of
women, especially when it comes to denying them equal education. In fact,
“granting women the same form of rationality as men was a necessary first
step in advancing the situation of women” (Ready 2002: 566).

Makin and van Schurman are explicitly granting this equality of ration-
ality, that women and men share the same forms and capacities of reason.
Both van Schurman and Makin emphasize the equality of the natures of men
and women with respect to mankind/humankind, following Descartes, who
also argued that the Aristotelian property of desiring knowledge was an
essential property of humankind not mankind (Larsen 2016, fn. 37).
Descartes’ dualism, with its unsexed souls embodied in sexed bodies, “pro-
vides an ontological basis for the radical egalitarianism of women’s and
men’s natures as well as their modes of reasoning” (Detlefsen 2017: 191)
and provides a way to support the claim that “women’s human essence is
identical with — and thus equal to — that of men” (Detlefson 2017: 196).
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What we see in van Schurman and Makin is the explicit articulation of
a metaphysical position that is only implicit in male authors through the end
of the seventeenth century and into the next: The view that men and women
participate in the same nature when it comes to their capacities and desires
for learning and education. At the end of the seventeenth century, such
a view was advocated by Locke in his An Essay Concerning Human
Understanding, but only implicitly does he accept “men’s and women’s
claims to the same faculties of reason and reflection” (Ready 2002: 563).”
Locke’s views on personal identity are often heralded as playing a “complex
and seminal role in the evolution of Enlightenment feminism, influencing
the way in which issues like female education and marriage were debated well
into the British Romantic period” (Ready 2002: 564);"* but what we see here
is that these views are neither new nor unique to Locke. Instead, they were
already expressed and articulated half a century before him, and by women.

Despite the different structures and argumentative approaches of van
Schurman’s and Makin’s treatises, their metaphysical conclusions are
strikingly parallel. (Since Makin was influenced by van Schurman, perhaps
this is not surprising.) While the overall conclusion that women should be
educated is predominantly motivated by pragmatic concerns, such as their
salvation and their ability to be adequate helpmeets to their spouses and
children, both women appeal to the nature of women to ground argu-
ments. Women partake in the same metaphysical nature as men — they are
created in the image of God in the same way; they “desire to know” in
equal capacity; they, despite this, need not be educated — and in arguing for
these conclusions Makin and van Schurman explicitly advocate the equal-
ity of men and women implicit in Descartes and Locke. But equality of
nature does not entail that their natures are identical; both women are
happy to admit that women’s natures are not entirely identical to men’s.
Where women differ from men, for example in the strength of their nature
or character, these differences are unsuitable as the /oci of arguments
against the education of women.

" As set out in the chapter “Of Identity and Diversity,” the definition of a person appears strikingly
gender-neutral. The generic definition of a person as “a thinking intelligent being that has reason
and reflection and can consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing in different times and places”
(2.27.9:335) assumes that men and women share the same faculties of reason and reflection (Ready
2002, p. 565).

" Locke made it possible to conceptualize the self in terms other than the body and the soul — concepts
that had long been implicated in arguments in favour of women’s subordination (Ready 2002,
p. 563). A reconceptualisation of the self in terms of minds makes it possible to focus on the aspects
that the natures of men and women share.
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When we compare these two treatises with Torshel’s — a comparison
worth doing because all three authors aim at the same conclusions — despite
the similarity in approach between Makin and Torshel in their appeal to
specific examples of learned women in different fields in history, what is
striking is the Jack of explicit metaphysical argumentation in Torshel’s
book. Outside of his appeal to example, his primary authority is scriptural.
While neither Makin nor van Schurman reject theological premises, both
of them complement the theological premises with arguments of a more
philosophical — and more secular — nature. This in itself provides a further,
and final, interesting conclusion: That it is, perhaps, in the nature of
women to appeal to that very nature in support of their conclusions
concerning their own education.



CHAPTER 6

Margarer Cavendish on the Eternity of Created
Matter

Deborah Boyle

1 Introduction

Nearly all seventeenth-century English Christians took it as an article of
faith that the universe had a beginning; while God was thought to be
eternal, God’s creation of the cosmos ex nibilo was taken to mark the
starting point of space and time. Margaret Cavendish, however, main-
tained that the universe is eternal, a view I will call the Eternity Thesis.
Indeed, as I will argue in this chapter, Cavendish believed in the eternity of
the universe even though she also held that the universe was created ex
nihilo by God (the Creation Ex Nihilo Thesis). Unlike philosophers such as
Bonaventure, who argued that the two theses are incompatible, Cavendish
maintained that both were true.

Section Two of this chapter lays out the evidence that Cavendish
accepted the Eternity Thesis and examines her arguments for that thesis.
Among these arguments are some in which Cavendish appeals to claims
about God’s qualities to establish that the universe must be eternal. To be
entitled to these claims, Cavendish needs to argue that we can have some
knowledge about God. However, some scholars have maintained that
Cavendish denied that we can know anything about God’s nature.
David Cunning argues that this means Cavendish should not have
defended the Eternity Thesis by appealing to premises about God’s nature,
and Karen Detlefsen argues that it means Cavendish can make no claims
about God’s creation of the universe. In Section Three, I argue that, in fact,

Cavendish did think we can have knowledge of God, and that she therefore

" Several sections of this chapter appear in a different form in my book 7he Well-Ordered Universe:
The Philosophy of Margaret Cavendish, 2018. Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at the
Conference on Early Modern Women on Metaphysics, Religion, and Science, held in Groningen,
and at the New Narratives in Philosophy Conference held in Durham, North Carolina, both
in April 2016. I would like to thank the participants at those conferences for their feedback. I also
benefited from helpful suggestions by Emily Thomas and an anonymous referee.

III
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had some reasons for inferring the Eternity Thesis from claims about God’s
eternity. I turn next to the Creation Ex Nihilo Thesis. Scholars disagree
about whether or not Cavendish accepted this thesis. In Section Four,
I offer some considerations against Detlefsen’s argument that Cavendish
could not have consistently endorsed that thesis, and in Section Five,
I argue that there is independent evidence from Philosophical Letters to
suggest that Cavendish did in fact hold that matter was created by God ex
nihilo. 1 also consider some precedents for Cavendish’s dual endorsements
of the Eternity Thesis and the Creation Ex Nihilo Thesis, a combination
that has seemed to some philosophers to be contradictory. However,
Cavendish’s endorsement of both theses does raise questions about how
Cavendish understood God’s act of creation. One possibility is that she
held an emanation theory of creation. In Section Six, I discuss some
passages in Cavendish’s works that bear on this question.

2 Cavendish on the Eternity of the Universe

Cavendish thought that everything except God is made of matter.
While philosophers such as Descartes and Henry More had maintained
that minds must be immaterial, Cavendish insisted that minds, like
everything else, are made of matter, and she consistently denied that
there is anything immaterial in Nature (Cavendish 1668h: 237—40).
According to Cavendish, this matter is constantly in motion, with
different motions differentiating parts from other parts (Cavendish
1663: 5—6). Animals, plants, minerals, human artefacts, and the parts
of these things are all differentiated by the local motions of one
indivisible matter. One portion of matter can also change its motion,
thereby changing the ‘figure’ that it produces; thus natural things can,
over time, change into other things.

Cavendish held that there is just one matter making up everything, but
she also says that this matter is a ‘comixture’ of three ‘degrees’ of matter
(Cavendish 1664b: 99). These three degrees are rational matter, sensitive
matter, and inanimate matter (Cavendish 1663: 8; Cavendish 1668h: 3).
Because they are fully blended, any given part of matter will always contain
all three degrees. Sensitive and rational matter are animate and self-
moving, and, although inanimate matter is not se/fmoving, Cavendish
says that it is always in motion, because it is intermixed with the self-
moving degrees. Cavendish’s animate matter does not require any kind of
impulse or stimulus from external objects in order to move; both rational
and sensitive matter can move on their own.
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When Cavendish is discussing nature as a whole, she sometimes uses the
phrase ‘Infinite Matter’. That refers to the whole composite of matter, or,
as she also sometimes says, to the ‘one United Body’ of matter (Cavendish
1668h: 28). Matter is continuous and indivisible; although some parts may
move differently from other parts, thereby differentiating matter into
individual objects, no part of matter can actually be separated from its
other parts (Cavendish 1663: d2 r-d3 r). Matter is infinite in extension
(Cavendish 1655d: a3 r; Cavendish 1668h: 11), and infinite in time — that is,
eternal.

Claims that matter is eternal appear throughout Cavendish’s corpus,
from the 1656 Natures Pictures, where the character of the She-Anchoret
says sensitive and rational matter’s motions are ‘from Eternity’ (Cavendish
1656: 306—7), to her 1668 Grounds of Natural Philosophy (Cavendish 1668h:
241). Cavendish asserts that matter is eternal in the very first sentence of
Philosophical and Physical Opinions (Cavendish 1655d: 1). In Philosophical
Letters, she takes up the issue near the very beginning, and returns to the
topic three more times, including in the penultimate letter. Questions of
eternity thus frame that whole work. Cavendish also discusses the eternity
of matter at various points in Observations upon Experimental Philosophy,
and she even mentions the view in her Sociable Letters:

And as for Matter, or Substance, let it be as is Believed, that Matter, or
Substance were made out of Nothing, that is, that God was the First
Producer of the Matter that made the World, yet the Power that God
Had, and Hath, to make the Matter, was Infinite and Eternal, and the
Matter being in the Infinite and Eternal Power, is also Infinite and Eternal,
without Beginning or Ending, so as the Produced hath no more Beginning
than the Producer. (Cavendish 1664a: 329)

The Eternity Thesis was thus an important component of Cavendish’s
account of matter.

However, when Cavendish describes matter as eternal, she evidently does
not mean that it is eternal in the same sense in which God is eternal.
In Philosophical Letters, Cavendish suggests that there are two senses of ‘eternal’.
God is eternal insofar as God exists in ‘one fixed instant, without a flux, or
motion’ (Cavendish 1664b: 455). Given Cavendish’s view that matter is always
in motion, it cannot be eternal in that sense. Matter exists in time (Cavendish
1664b: 304), where ‘time’ means ‘nothing else but the corporeal motions in
Nature’ (Cavendish 1664b: 454); matter thus cannot exist in a ‘fixed instant’
where there is no motion. To say that matter is eternal means, instead, that
matter is Infinite in time or duration’ (Cavendish 1664b: 459).
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Cavendish’s endorsement of the Eternity Thesis would have been an
unusual one in her day. It was an article of faith for nearly all seventeenth-
century English Christians that the universe had a beginning, that it was
created ‘in time’. This had been widely held since the beginning of
Christianity, and had been made official doctrine of the Catholic Church
when the Fourth Lateran Council decreed in 1215 that God had ‘from the
beginning of time and by His omnipotent power made from nothing
creatures both spiritual and corporeal’ (Halsall 1996). In 1647, the
Church of Scotland adopted the Westminster Larger Catechism, where
the answer to Question fifteen asserts that “The work of creation is that
wherein God did in the beginning, by the word of his power, make of
nothing the world, and all things therein, for himself, within the space of
six days, and all very good’ (Center for Reformed Theology and
Apologetics 2016). Nearly all of Cavendish’s contemporaries would have
denied the Eternity Thesis.

David Cunning has suggested that Cavendish argues for the Eternity
Thesis in two ways, drawing on both theistic and non-theistic arguments
(Cunning 2016: 163—4). I turn to the theistic arguments in the next section,
focusing here on the non-theistic ones. According to Cunning, Cavendish
concludes that the universe is eternal from the premises that something
cannot come from nothing and that nothing can ever be destroyed
(Cunning 2016: 164).” These maxims, Cunning says, are axiomatic for
Cavendish (Cunning 2016: 110 and 165). Cunning does acknowledge that
Cavendish allows that because God is omnipotent, ‘strictly speaking it is
possible that something could come from nothing’ (Cunning 2016: 165).
Indeed, Cavendish explicitly states that ‘our Reason does believe, that the
Omnipotent Creator, can make Something of Nothing, and reduce
Something into Nothing’ (Cavendish 1668a: 357; 2001: 254). However,
this raises an interpretive problem for Cunning: if Cavendish holds that it
is axiomatic that something cannot come from nothing, and yet recognizes
that this is not necessarily true of God, then she appears committed to
a contradiction. Cunning’s claim that Cavendish uses these maxims as
premises for inferring the eternity of the universe requires limiting their
scope to events that occur in nature, and ignoring what Cavendish says
about God. As we shall see in more detail in the next section, an inter-
pretive principle guiding Cunning’s reading of Cavendish is that
Cavendish avoids relying on theological premises for her own arguments

* The passages Cunning cites in support of his claim are Cavendish (1664b: 53), Cavendish (1664b:
431), Cavendish (1655d: 37), and Cavendish (1664b: 55).
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(Cunning 2016: 96), because of her own view that God’s essence is
unknowable. I argue in the next section that while Cavendish does hold
that God’s essence is unknowable, she nonetheless holds that we have some
knowledge of God; there is thus no reason to disregard Cavendish’s theistic
claims and arguments. If we should not discount Cavendish’s acknowl-
edgement that God can create something from nothing, then we should
not treat ‘something cannot come from nothing’ as axiomatic for
Cavendish; and thus we should not read Cavendish as relying on that
principle to establish the Eternity Thesis.

Although I disagree with Cunning that Cavendish argues for the
Eternity Thesis using the maxim that something cannot come from
nothing, I do think she offers a non-theistic argument for the Eternity
Thesis in Part IV of Philosophical Letters. In this section, she turns her
attention to the work of Gideon Harvey, a physician who published
Archelogia Philosophica Nova, or New Principles of Philosophy in 1663.°
Harvey had argued that the universe must be finite in magnitude and in
duration. Among his arguments is this one:

Whose parts are subject to a beginning and ending, its whole must also have
been subject to the same: But our daily experience confirms to us, that all
things are subjected to a beginning and ending; Ergo. (Harvey 1663: 53)

In her reply, Cavendish denies Harvey’s assumption that the parts of Nature
are subject to beginnings and endings. Instead, she asserts, ‘there is no new
creation or production of Creatures out of new Matter, nor any total
destruction or annihilation of any part in Nature, but onely a change,
alteration and transmigration of one figure into another’ (Cavendish
1664b: 460). Her argument for the claim that there is no new creation or
annihilation of matter echoes Aristotle’s argument in Physics 1.7 that change
presupposes an underlying substance. Cavendish argues that change in
particular objects presupposes that matter itself endures unchanged: ‘for if
particular figures change, they must of necessity change in the Infinite
Matter, which it self, and in its nature, is not subject to any change or
alteration’ (Cavendish 1664b: 460). In this argument, she seems to suggest
that an eternal universe is necessary because it is required for change to occur.

In several passages, Cavendish relies on claims about God’s qualities to
argue for the Eternity Thesis. For example, in Observations wupon
Experimental Philosophy, Cavendish maintains that it is ‘more probable

? T am grateful to Stewart Duncan for identifying Gideon Harvey as the author to whom Cavendish is
referring in this section of Philosaphical Letters Duncan (2016).
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to Regular Reason’ that the universe is eternal than that it was created in
time, because God is eternal: ‘For if God be from all Eternity, his actions
are so too, the chief of which is the production or creation of Nature’
(Cavendish 1668a: 300; 2001: 220). Towards the end of Philosophical
Letters, Cavendish writes that ‘God being Infinite, cannot work finitely’,
and thus that matter must be infinite in number, bulk, and duration
(Cavendish 1664b: 458; cited in Cunning 2016: 163—4). In the third letter
of Philosophical Letters, Cavendish suggests a slightly different line of
argument for the Eternity Thesis, by raising an objection to her opponent’s
view that the universe was created in time. Suppose her opponent is right,
and that instead of creating the universe from eternity, God created the
universe (including matter itself) 6000 years ago. Then, Cavendish says,
God could only be rightly called ‘creator’ for those 6000 years; the title of
‘creator’ would be ‘accessory’ to God, by which she means that it would not
be essential to God’s nature that he be a creator. But, she says, ‘there is not
anything accessory to God, he being the Perfection himself (Cavendish
1664b: 17). If God created matter, his creation of matter is eternal.

As Lisa Sarasohn has pointed out, Cavendish also appeals specifically to
Church doctrine about God and Christ to bolster her case that the universe
is eternal (Sarasohn 2014: 103). If we maintain that God cannot create
something eternal, on the grounds that it is a ‘natural rule’ that causes must
temporally precede their effects, then, Cavendish claims, ‘we must not
allow, that the Eternal Son of God is Coeternal with the Father, because
nature requires a Father to exist before the Son, but God is in no time, but
all Eternity’ (Cavendish 1664b: 14). Here, Cavendish is arguing that if her
Christian readers deny that God can create coeternally existing matter,
then the same reasoning should lead them to deny that God can be the
father of a coeternally existing son; but since they are presumably com-
mitted to the belief that God s the father of a coeternally existing son, they
cannot deny that eternally existing (yet created) matter is at least possible.

Thus Cavendish sometimes appeals to theistic reasons for endorsing the
Eternity Thesis. However, I still need to argue that Cavendish is entitled to
such arguments. As we have seen, David Cunning argues that Cavendish
does not, and indeed should not, appeal to theistic premises, because she
holds that we cannot know God’s essence (Cunning 2016: 106). Karen
Detlefsen has made a similar argument, maintaining that because
Cavendish thinks we cannot know God’s essence, she cannot claim that
God created matter ex nihilo (Detlefsen 2009: 430). If these arguments are
right, then Cavendish should also not argue that the universe is eternal
because God is. I examine this problem in the next section.
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3 Cavendish on the Knowledge of God

Cavendish says we cannot know God’s essence. We are material beings,
Cavendish says, with corporeal ideas. For Cavendish, human perception —
which is always directed to things external to us — occurs through ‘pattern-
ing’, where the rational or sensitive matter comprising our minds moves in
ways that copy, or imitate, the motions of the external object being perceived
(Cavendish 1668a: 180; 2001: 150). Sense-perception occurs when sensitive
matter patterns the motions of an external object. Rational matter can also
pattern out those motions of the sensitive matter; this is ‘rational perception’
(Cavendish 1668h: s7; Cavendish 1663: 49), which, in its narrow sense,
means a conscious sensory perception (Cavendish 1668a: 180; 2001: 150; see
Boyle 2015: 442—3). However, Cavendish also uses the phrase ‘rational
perception’ in a broader sense, meaning 47y motions of the rational matter.
This can include cases where the animate rational matter moves voluntarily,
on its own, to represent an object of thought not currently present to the
senses; Cavendish characterizes this as moving ‘by rote’ (Cavendish 1668a:
180; 2001: 150). Such motions of the rational matter constitute reasoning
about, conceiving, or imagining things that normally do (or could) exist
externally to us but are not actually present to the senses.

All these forms of perception involve motions of animate matter repre-
senting the object of perception or thought. But God is an infinite incorpor-
eal being, and so cannot be patterned by a finite, corporeal mind. Cavendish
admits this explicitly: ‘as for the Idea of God, it is impossible to have
a corporeal Idea of an infinite incorporeal Being’ (Cavendish 1668a: 74;
2001: 88). Likewise, she asks in Philosophical Letters, ‘how can there be a finite
Idea of an Infinite God?’ (Cavendish 1664b: 139), answering, ‘I dare not
think, that naturally we can have an Idea of the essence of God, so as to know
what God is in his very nature and essence’ (Cavendish 1664b: 139). Since
Cavendish also rules out the possibility of there being any incorporeal ideas,
this would seem to mean that we cannot know anything at all about God.
That is, indeed, a conclusion that some commentators have attributed to
Cavendish (Cunning 2016: 106 and 108; Detlefsen 2009: 430; Sarasohn 2014:
95). And if this is Cavendish’s view, then she cannot infer the eternity of
matter from any claims about God’s qualities.

And yet, while Cavendish insists that we cannot have an idea of God’s
essence, she herself ascribes various traits to God. For example, in the very
passage in which she says we have no idea of God, she also says that God is
a ‘Supernatural, Immaterial, and Infinite being’ (Cavendish 1668a: 74;
2001: 88). What are we to make of this? Cunning has suggested that
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Cavendish’s account of thought and perception entails that no knowledge
of God is possible. He argues that Cavendish provides us with a kind of
‘interpretive key’ when she writes in Philosophical Letters that she will
‘meerly go upon the bare Ground of Natural Philosophy, and not mix
Divinity with it, as many Philosophers use to do, except it be in those
places, where I am forced by the Authors Arguments to reflect upon it
(Cunning 2016: 92—3 and 103, n. 157, citing Cavendish 1664b: 3). According
to Cunning, this passage suggests that Cavendish only refers to God when
she is responding to opponents who have themselves made claims about
God (Cunning 2016: 92-3); Cavendish herself thought theistic arguments
‘do not serve as adequate support’ for metaphysical doctrines (Cunning
2016: 96), and thus when Cavendish makes positive claims about God’s
qualities, we should not treat those as doing any ‘heavy lifting’ in
Cavendish’s philosophical system (Cunning 2016: 92).

I am disinclined to put as much weight on the passage from Philosophical
Letters as Cunning does. First, some of Cavendish’s discussions of God are
not in the context of replies to opponents or interlocutors; for example, in
the Appendix to Grounds, where Cavendish is not replying to opponents
but is free to address whatever topics she chooses, she devotes seven
chapters to discussing God (Cavendish 1668h: 240-6).* Moreover,
Cavendish’s claim that she would prefer not to mix ‘divinity’ with ‘natural
philosophy’ does not mean that she disavows those of her arguments that
appeal to God. An interpretation that reads Cavendish as holding that we
can have some knowledge of God would be preferable, for such an inter-
pretation would explain why she makes positive claims about God (instead
of treating those claims as inconsistent with her real views), and would treat
her arguments that appeal to God as part of her philosophical system
(instead of treating them as replies to opponents using the opponents’
own terms).

In fact, Cavendish evidently does 7or want to claim that we can know
nothing about God. To be sure, she claims that we cannot have a ‘perfect
knowledge’ of God; thus in the Appendix to Grounds she says that ‘surely
there is an innate Notion of God, in all the Parts of Nature; but not
a perfect knowledge’ (Cavendish 1668h: 240). Elsewhere, referring more
obliquely to God, she says that ‘the Infinite purity cannot be exactly known
or conceived in Finite Creatures, where is only Finite Knowledge, only the

* There are other passages where Cavendish addresses the topic of God when she is not actually ‘forced’
by others to bring it up. For some examples, see Cavendish (1668a: 3; 2001: 47); Cavendish (1668a: 58;
2001: 78); Cavendish (1668a: 161; 2001: 139); Cavendish (1664b: b2 v).
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Finite Knowledge may guess or conceive there are such Purities, but not
perfectly know them’ (Cavendish 1663: 87). But to say that we lack perfect
knowledge of God does not entail that we can know nothing of God.

Moreover, Cavendish seems careful to distinguish between having an idea
of God’s existence and having an idea of God’s essence (Cavendish 1668a: h3 v;
2001: 38; Cavendish 1668a: 74; 2001: 88; Cavendish 1668a: 293; 2001: 216;
Cavendish 1664b: 139; Cavendish 1664b: 187). To have an idea that
a supernatural being exists is to have an idea of a something that is not-
Nature, existing above and beyond Nature, that is the cause of Nature. And
Cavendish does claim we can have an idea of God’s existence, if not of his
essence; we can ‘know there is Something above Nature, who is the Author,
and God of Nature’ (Cavendish 1668a: 75; 2001: 89; see also Cavendish 1668a:
252; 200L: 193). She says that we can have ‘Conceptions of the Existence of
God, to wit, that there is a God above Nature, on which Nature depends; and
from whose Immutable and Eternal Decree, it has its Eternal Being, as God’s
Eternal Servant’ (Cavendish 1668a: h3 v; 2001: 38). Indeed, in line with her
claims that all parts of Nature have perception and knowledge, Cavendish
asserts that every part of Nature has an idea of the existence of God (Cavendish
1668a: 293; 200I: 216); not just humans, but other animals, plants, minerals,
and the parts of all such things have such an idea. And sometimes Cavendish is
willing to claim that the parts know even more than just that a supernatural
creator of Nature exists. She writes that although ‘the parts of Nature cannot
comprehend, conceive, or perceive God, yet they may conceive somewhat of
his several Attributes, after several manners or wayes’ (Cavendish 1668a: 254;
200r: 193). In particular, God must be ‘Eternal, Infinite, Omnipotent,
Incorporeal, Individual, Immovable’ (Cavendish 1668a: 294; 2001: 216-17).
Nonetheless, she insists that this is not having an idea of God’s essence, but of
having the idea of an entity that exists with these qualities.

However, Cavendish’s distinction between having an idea of the essence
of God and having an idea of God’s existence does not solve the problem of
how finite corporeal beings can know anything about God. For it seems
that to have an idea of an entity’s existence requires also having an idea of
the entity itself. But given Cavendish’s claims that finite corporeal matter
cannot pattern or copy an infinite immaterial being, how can any part of
matter have an idea that represents God?

The solution here is to note that Cavendish distinguishes between two
importantly different kinds of thought, self-knowledge and perception.
As we saw ecarlier, perception ‘extends to exterior objects’ (Cavendish
1668a: 160; 2001: 138) and occurs (in humans at least) through the ‘pattern-
ing’ motions of animate matter. Self-knowledge is not directed to external
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objects, but is ‘interior and inherent’ (Cavendish 1668a: 160; 2001: 138 and
163). It does not involve patterning; instead, it is ‘innate and fixt’
(Cavendish 1668a: c4 v; 2001: 16; see also Cavendish 1668a: h4 v; 2001: 39
and Cavendish 1668h: 68). And it includes two types of knowledge. First, it
includes knowledge of the norms governing how a bit of matter is supposed
to behave, given the role it is currently playing in the order of nature.
As Cavendish puts it, ‘every part and particle has a particular and finite
Self-motion and Self-knowledge, by which it knows it self, and its own
actions’ (Cavendish 1668a: 159; 2001: 138; see also Cavendish 1668h:
29). Second, self-knowledge includes an ‘interior Self-knowledge of the
existency of the Eternal and Omnipotent God, as the Author of Nature’
(Cavendish 1668a: cs r; 2001: 16). As a kind of self-knowledge, knowledge
of God is ‘interior, fixt and innate’ (Cavendish 1668a: h3 v; 200r: 38), and
does not involve patterning. Cavendish also suggests it is natural knowl-
edge (Cavendish 1668a: 293; 2001: 216).

If knowledge of God is a kind of self-knowledge rather than perception,
and if this does not involve patterning, then Cavendish has the resources to
explain how we have an idea of God’s existence. An idea of a thing does not
have to literally copy or pattern that thing in order to represent it
Cavendish suggests that we can form thoughts of ‘infinite’ and ‘nothing’
because rational matter moves in a distinctive way that represents, or
‘figures’, these things, even though the motions do not copy or pattern
anything (Cavendish 1663: 89).” In this passage and again in Grounds, she
suggests that such ‘figuring’ motions of rational matter constitute ‘notions’
rather than ‘ideas’ (Cavendish 1663: 88—9 and Cavendish 1668h: 69), and
she writes that ‘surely there is an innate Notion of God, in all the Parts of
Nature; but not a perfect knowledge’ (Cavendish 1668h: 240; see also
Cavendish 1668a: 75; 2001: 89). So perhaps the idea of God’s existence is
a ‘notion’ that represents God’s existence not by patterning, but merely by
figuring.®

We might wonder what makes a figure a notion of God’s existence
rather than an idea or notion of anything else, but Cavendish’s claim that
self-knowledge is ‘innate and fixt’ suggests an answer. Just as Descartes had
said that the innate idea of God is ‘as it were, the mark of the craftsman

> Cunning takes it that when Cavendish says that an idea is a ‘picture’ of some object, she must mean
that ideas are ‘more or less miniature versions of the objects that they resemble and depict’ (Cunning
2016: 21), citing Cavendish (1668a: 74; 2001: 88).

¢ While Cunning, too, suggests that the thought of God might be a ‘notion’ for Cavendish, he
construes that as ‘an imagistic picture that depicts ... the universe as having a cause’ (Cunning
2016: 110).
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stamped on his work’ (Descartes 1984b: 35), Cavendish says that ‘it is
probable, that God having endued all Parts of Nature with Self-
knowledg, may have given them also an interior knowledge of himself’
(Cavendish 1668a: h3 v; 2001: 38). Motions in animate matter can represent
God’s existence because the matter moves in a manner fixed by God
himself.

In sum, Cavendish does have the resources to explain how we have an
idea of God’s existence, even though as finite corporeal parts of matter we
cannot pattern the infinite or incorporeal: she thinks this idea is due to the
innate self-knowledge given to all matter by God. The idea represents the
existence of God not by patterning, but because it comes from God. And
since humans do have an idea of God’s existence, we have some knowledge
about God, including that God is eternal. Thus, Cavendish can legiti-
mately use the idea of God’s existence as a premise for inferring that matter
is eternal.

4 The Creation Ex Nihilo Thesis

I have argued so far that Cavendish held the Eternity Thesis because of her
views about God and the nature of change, but not because she thought
that something cannot come from nothing. Indeed, as I will argue next,
Cavendish believed that the universe was created by God ex nihilo. While
some Cavendish scholars have ascribed this view to Cavendish (Mendelson
2014: 29), others disagree. As we have seen, David Cunning says that it was
axiomatic for Cavendish that something cannot come from nothing. Karen
Detlefsen, too, denies that Cavendish accepted the Creation Ex Nihilo
Thesis. Detlefsen writes:

Given the sharp distinction between God’s and nature’s characteristics, it
seems that there can be no interaction between the two at all. One implica-
tion of this is that God could not have created matter ex nibilo, and indeed,
this is an implication which Cavendish accepts; nature is eternal. (Detlefsen
2009: 430)

Detlefsen suggests that for Cavendish, God should be understood as the
creator of order in matter but not as the creator of matter itself. On this
interpretation, God’s role is simply to decree to Nature that matter be
organized in various ways, but not to have created matter. If Detlefsen’s
reading is right, then there is no puzzle about how Cavendish could hold
both the Creation Ex Nihilo Thesis and the Eternity Thesis; on Detlefsen’s
reading, Cavendish does 7ot hold them both.
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However, I do not think Detlefsen’s reading is well supported by
Cavendish’s texts. Cavendish does say in Philosophical Letters that the
Genesis creation story is about how God ordered matter to produce our
world, and not about how God created matter itself (Cavendish 1664b:
15).” This passage supports Detlefsen’s claim that Cavendish thought God
created the order in matter. However, it does not show that Cavendish did
not also think that God created matter itself.

In fact, there are several texts where Cavendish says that God created
matter. In Philosophical Letters, she says that ‘God is the creator and cause’ of
Nature (Cavendish 1664b: 14), that God ‘has made Nature and natural
Matter in a way and manner proper to his Omnipotency and
Incomprehensible by us’ (Cavendish 1664b: 16), and that it is most probable,
that God made Nature Infinite’ (Cavendish 1664b: 458—9). In Observations,
she says that ‘God is the Cause of Nature, and Nature the Effect of God’
(Cavendish 1668a: 294; 2001: 217). And in Grounds, she asserts that ‘God is
an Eternal Creator; Nature, his Eternal Creature’ (Cavendish 1668h: 241).

Detlefsen’s response to passages like these is to argue that even if Cavendish
did sometimes assert that God was the creator of matter, she should not have
done so. Cavendish could not have considered God the creator of matter,
according to Detlefsen, for, [Gliven the sharp distinction between God’s and
nature’s characteristics, it seems that there can be no interaction between the
two at all’ (Detlefsen 2009: 430). But does the creation of matter ex nibilo
constitute an znteraction with Nature? To interact with something else pre-
supposes its prior existence, while creation ex nihilo does not. If a thing does
not exist until it is created, then it strikes me as odd to describe that creation
as an interaction with it. Furthermore, granting for the sake of argument that
creating Nature counts as interacting with Nature, it is not clear that
Cavendish thinks God cannot interact with Nature. She does, indeed,
think God and Nature have very different characteristics, and in one passage
she suggests that because of this, the two ‘cannot joyn, mix, and work
together’ (Cavendish 1664b: 10). However, if Cavendish thought God
could not intervene in the natural order, her views would be in conflict
with Church doctrine about miracles. Yet she does not deny that miracles are
possible; in Philosophical Letters she says that ‘God is not pleased to work
Miracles ordinarily’ (Cavendish 1664b: 354), suggesting that she believes that
there have been some extraordinary cases where God did work miracles.

7 Lisa Sarasohn observes that Cavendish’s ‘rather offhanded attitude towards Genesis’ was distinctly
untraditional, and that ‘[m]ost orthodox divines, whatever their particular religious persuasion,
. . ‘o
would be appalled by this rereading of Genesis’ (Sarasohn 2014: 103).



Margaret Cavendish on the Eternity of Created Matter 123

In saying that God and Nature cannot ‘joyn, mix, and work together’,
Cavendish more likely means that when God does intervene in Nature, the
divine actions remain distinct from the natural order; they remain super-
natural. God’s interactions with Nature, or God’s creation of Nature, are
incomprehensible to us, but Cavendish does not rule them out.

Thus Detlefsen’s arguments for why Cavendish could not consistently have
held that God created matter are unpersuasive. But even if Cavendish holds
that God created matter, we still need evidence that Cavendish thought God
created matter from nothing. There is actually very little direct textual evidence
to show this. In two passages, Cavendish suggests that God could have created
matter ex nibilo. In Philosophical Letters, Cavendish writes this:

If it be (as in Reason it cannot be otherwise) that nothing in Nature can be
annihilated, nor anything created out of nothing, but by Gods special and
all-powerful Decree and Command, then Nature must be as God has made
her, until he destroy her. (Cavendish 1664b: 526)

Similarly, in Observations she says that ‘our Reason does believe, that the
Omnipotent Creator, can make Something of Nothing, and reduce
Something into Nothing’ (Cavendish 1668a: 357; 2001: 254). Admittedly,
these claims fall short of saying that God definitely did create the universe
from nothing. However, some of Cavendish’s discussions in Philosophical
Lerters that concern the Eternity Thesis seem intended to establish that the
Eternity Thesis is compatible with the Creation Ex Nibilo Thesis.
If Cavendish does not endorse the Creation Ex Nihilo Thesis, it becomes
difficult to explain the purpose of these arguments. I turn to these passages
in the next section.

s Cavendish’s Replies to Objections in Philosophical Letters

The Eternity Thesis had a long history of debate going back to the ancient
Greeks. In particular, there had been a long-standing debate about what
reason can prove regarding the eternity or non-eternity of the universe.
Aristotle had argued in the Physics that the universe can be rationally proven
to be eternal, and the Aristotelian arguments were revived by some med-
ieval Islamic philosophers, as well as by the Parisian philosopher Siger of
Brabant. However, the Aristotelian and Averroist lines of argument were
sufficiently worrisome to Church authorities that the doctrine of the
eternity of the world was included on the lists of condemned propositions
issued by the Bishop of Paris in 1270 and 1277.
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Christian philosophers from Athanasius and Augustine to Bonaventure
and Aquinas rejected the claim that the universe was in fact eternal,
agreeing that the doctrine of the non-eternity of the universe had to be
believed on the basis of faith. Nonetheless, there was no consensus among
these Christian philosophers regarding what can be rationally proven
regarding the eternity or non-eternity of the world. Some, such as
Bonaventure and other Franciscans, maintained that the non-eternity of
the universe could be demonstrably proven. One of Bonaventure’s argu-
ments depends on the claim that the universe was created ex nibilo; his
reasoning is that the very notion of an eternal and yet created universe was
contradictory. For a thing to be created, he says, is for it to have being after
non-being, and this is incompatible with the thing existing eternally; thus
we can know by reason that the universe necessarily had a beginning in
time (Aquinas 1964: 13, 102-3, and 109). In other words, one of
Bonaventure’s defences of the non-eternity of the universe appeals to the
Creation Ex Nibilo Thesis.

Aquinas also took up the question of whether an eternal God-created
universe is self-contradictory in his De Aeternitate Mundi. While Aquinas
agreed that Christians must accept, on the basis of faith, that the world had
a beginning, he held we cannot prove that it did have a beginning.
According to Aquinas, while reason does not show the necessary eternity
of the universe, reason does show the possibility of the eternity of the
universe. According to Aquinas, ‘a contradiction could arise only because
of one of the two ideas or because of both of them together; and in the
latter alternative, either because an efficient cause must precede its effect in
duration, or because non-existence must precede existence in duration; in
fact, this is the reason for saying that what is created by God is made from
nothing’ (Aquinas 1964: 20). Aquinas argued that efficient causes do not
have to precede their effects (Aquinas 1964: 21—2). Nor, according to
Aquinas, must the non-existence of a created thing precede its existence
in time (Aquinas 1964: 22). To create something out of non-being means
only that non-being must precede being ‘by nature’, not that non-being
must precede being in time (Aquinas 1964: 22). As Gaven Kerr explains
Aquinas’ point, the universe has no beginning, but there is a creator in the
sense of a cause of the existence of the universe. God is independent, while
the universe is dependent; they are ontologically very different (Kerr 2012:
349). Thus Aquinas takes the Creation Ex Nihilo Thesis to be compatible
with the Eternity Thesis.

In Philosophical Letters, Cavendish’s discussions of her Eternity Thesis
echo the debate between Bonaventure and Aquinas. In one passage,
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Cavendish imagines her correspondent objecting that if matter is eternal,
then it cannot be created, ‘for the word Creation is contrary to Eternity’
(Cavendish 1664b: 525-6). Although Cavendish’s reply to the
Bonaventure-style argument is considerably less nuanced than
Aquinas’, and I do not mean to suggest that she was familiar with their
texts, the terms in which Cavendish expresses her imaginary opponent’s
claims resemble the terms Bonaventure had used. She says that she is not
committed to using the word ‘creation’, but that nonetheless God made
Nature ‘out of nothing’ by a ‘special and all-powerful Decree and
Command’ (Cavendish 1664b: 526), and that the way he did so is
‘incomprehensible and supernatural’ (Cavendish 1664b: 527). In other
words, in this defence of her Eternity Thesis, Cavendish’s line of argu-
ment seems aimed to show that it is compatible with the Creation Ex
Nibilo Thesis, and this gives us reason to think that she endorsed the
latter thesis.

In another passage in Philosophical Letters, Cavendish discusses the
objection that, because of the ‘natural rule’ that the cause of every created
thing must precede it in time, the cause of the universe must also precede
it in time (Cavendish 1664b: 14). This resembles an objection that
Aquinas handles. In response to the argument that efficient causes must
precede their effects in time, Aquinas argues that there are exceptions to
this rule. First, he says, we know from experience that there are cases
when an efficient cause does not precede its effect in time, as when one
object illuminates another, in which case the effect is simultaneous with
the cause. Second, he says, while any cause that works by way of motion
must precede its effects, we can prove by reasoning that there is ‘no
intellectual absurdity’ in supposing that ozher kinds of causes might bring
about their effects instantaneously (Aquinas 1964: 21). Since the rule that
causes of created things must precede their effects does not hold in every
case, Aquinas argues, it is possible that it does not hold in the case of
God’s creation of matter.

Again, Cavendish does not give any indication of having read Aquinas,
and her approach to the objection is quite different from Aquinas’.
Unlike Aquinas, she does not suggest there are any exceptions to the
principle that an efficient cause must precede its effect, and so she does
not (as Aquinas had) appeal to an exception to explain God’s creation of
matter. Instead, her response to the objection is to assert that ‘God is not
tied to Natural Rules’ (Cavendish 1664b: 14). God is not ‘bound up to
time’, and thus does not exist ‘before’ his creation (Cavendish 1664b: 14);
he ‘needs no Priority of Time’ in order to create (Cavendish 1664b: 14).
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Since rules that apply about causation in the natural world do not apply
to God, Cavendish suggests, we must conclude that eternal matter is
possible. Again, in responding to an objection that had been mentioned
by Aquinas as an argument that the Eternity Thesis is incompatible with
the Creation Ex Nihilo Thesis, Cavendish suggests that she endorses both
theses.

6 God’s Creation and Emanation

I have argued that Cavendish thinks God created, from nothing, an
eternally existing universe. But because she insists that God’s creation is
supernatural, she thinks that humans cannot understand it, and so she says
virtually nothing about how to understand that act of creation. And
perhaps she really did not have a theory about how God could create an
eternal universe from nothing. However, some clues in her texts suggest
that Cavendish might have endorsed an emanation account of God’s
creation.

Various philosophers who held that God created or could have created
an eternally existing universe interpreted God’s creation in terms of ema-
nation. For example, as Christia Mercer points out in connection with her
work on Leibniz, Plotinus conceived of emanation as the transmission of
qualities from a higher being, which does not lose those properties in any
way, to another being, which then possesses those properties in an inferior
form (Mercer 2001: 189). Plotinus compared the causal relationship
between the higher and lower beings to that of the Sun and its illumina-
tion: so long as the Sun exists, its illumination exists too (Plotinus 1966:
101). Even if Cavendish did not read Plotinus, she was probably familiar
with emanationism, for the notion was still current in the seventeenth
century. Anne Conway, who was writing at about the same time as
Cavendish, compared God to an ‘infinite fountain and ocean of goodness,

charity, and bounty’, and asked:

In what way is it possible for that fountain not to flow perpetually and to
send forth living waters? For will not that ocean overflow in its
perpetual emanation and continual flux for the production of creatures?
(Conway 1996: 13)

There is no evidence that Cavendish knew Conway, but Cavendish was
familiar with the works of Conway’s friend, Henry More. She may
have read his 1647 poem Democritus Platonissans, where he suggests that
God emanates an eternal universe:
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A reall infinite matter, distinct

And yet proceeding from the Deitie

Although with different form as then untinct,

Has ever been from all Eternity.8 (More 1646: 208)

Like Plotinus, More compares the process of emanation to the way sun-
light emanates from the sun (More 1647: 21). Even if she did not read
More’s philosophical poems, it is clear from Cavendish’s Philosophical
Letters that she had read More’s Immortality of the Soul (Cavendish 1664b:
201—26), a text in which More discusses ‘emanative’ causes and effects
(More 1659: 32—5). Cavendish also reports having read the works of
Thomas Stanley, author of several books on the history of ancient philo-
sophy (Cavendish 1668a: 349; O’Neill 249); although Cavendish does not
specify which book or chapters she had read, a chapter of Stanley’s 1662
The History of the Chaldaick Philosophy is entitled “The Emanation of Light
or Fire from God’ (Stanley 1662: 18-19).

Emanation theories have often described creation in terms of some
attribute ‘flowing forth’ from one being into another (Mercer 2015:
124—s5). Eileen O’Neill has collected many such passages in her essay
‘Influxus Physicus’: Plotinus had spoken of the principles of intellect and
soul ‘flowing’ into the visible universe (Plotinus 1966: 101); Albertus
Magnus in his Liber de Causis had written of the ‘lowing agent’ (O’Neill
1993: 33);” and Aquinas had referred to the theory of emanation with the
verb ‘effluxerunt’, ‘flowed forth” (Cavendish 2001: 323, 37; Aquinas 1975:
217). Cavendish sometimes uses similar language, hinting that she too may
have understood God’s creation as emanation. For example, both editions
of Philosophical and Physical Opinions end with a poem that refers to
a ‘deitical center’, characterizing God as a ‘Center’ from which all ‘infinites
flow’ (Cavendish 1655d: 173 and Cavendish 1663: 454—5)."* In Philosophical
Letters she refers back to that poem, where, she says, she ‘treat[s] of the
Deitical Centre, as the Fountain from whence all things do flow, and
which is the supream Cause, Author, Ruler and Governor of all’
(Cavendish 1664b: 199). Her references to things ‘lowing’ from God
suggest an emanation theory.

% For discussion of the changes in More’s views regarding the eternity of the universe, see Reid (2012
175-8).

? Albert also uses a metaphor of light flowing from a first cause; see Liber de Causis1.4.2 and 2.3.6, cited
in Moulin and Twetten (2013: 706—7).

° In the notes to Democritus Platonissans, More also characterizes God as ‘a Circle whose Centre is
every where and Circumference no where’, saying that this is to speak of God in a ‘Mathematicall
way’ (More 1647: 409).
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There is another aspect of Cavendish’s comments about God’s creation
of matter that might, somewhat indirectly, also support reading her as an
emanationist: her comparison of matter to a book in Philosophical Letters
(Cavendish 1664b: 8) and her frequent characterizations of God as the
author of nature.” In describing God as the author of matter (Cavendish
1664b: 16), Cavendish says that since God cannot move matter in
a mechanical way, God moves matter by an ‘absolute Will and
Command, or by a Let it be done (Cavendish 1668a: 286; 2001: 212).
In other words, God’s creation occurs through language.

The trope of Nature as a book (/ibera naturae rerum) and God as its
author first appears in Augustine (Drecoll 200s: 35 and 45), but it has its
origins in Romans 1:19—20 (R. Groh 200s: 51):

For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown
it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine
nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through
the things he has made. (New Revised Standard Version)

The metaphor of Nature as a book authored by God was common in the
Middle Ages (Harrison 1998: 3, 44—5), famously appears in Galileo’s 1623
Assayer, and continued to appear in many texts in the seventeenth century
(Jorink 2006; Harrison 1998: 193—204). There was (as far as I know) no
special association between this comparison and emanationism; however,
some emanationists suggested that what God emanated was Logos — the
divine word. In Philo’s account of God’s creation, God’s logos is both
God’s intellect and the means by which God creates the universe
(Robertson 2006: 424—6). Indeed, comparing God to an author suggests
that God created the natural world by his word; as Ruth Groh has
observed, “The God of the Old Testament is a God of many words, all
things are created by his word; and he is a God who writes or lets others
write, such as the Decalogue upon Mount Sinai and the entire Holy
Scripture’ (R. Groh 2005: 50). So, in characterizing God as an author,
Cavendish echoes emanationists like Philo who also linked God’s creation
with language.

Interestingly, Cavendish uses the trope differently than other writers
typically did. The point of comparing Nature to a book was usually to
suggest that we can, as it were, read God’s existence off the world itself; the
emphasis was on how Nazure resembles a book, rather than on how God

" For some examples, see Cavendish (1668a: 300; 2001: 220); Cavendish (1668a: 358; 2001: 254);
Cavendish (1668a: 363; 2001: 257); Cavendish (1668a: 365; 2001: 258); Cavendish (1668a: 379;
2001: 267).
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resembles an author. But Cavendish eschews using natural philosophy to
infer the attributes of God, which suggests that her comparison of God to
an author and Nature to a book is not intended to suggest that we ‘read’
God’s qualities off of Nature.” It might, however, be intended to indicate
that God’s act of creation of matter is a kind of emanation of God’s words.

If God is compared to an author, then Cavendish’s comments on
human authorship might be relevant for interpreting her views about
God’s creation. Cavendish herself would probably disapprove of
attempting to understand God’s creation, and she explicitly objects to
calling nature the ‘Art of God’ (Cavendish 1668a: 263; 2001: 198).
Nonetheless, there are some interesting parallels between what she says
about human authorship and God’s creation. In particular, Cavendish’s
characterization of wit is suggestive. The term ‘wit’ was widely used in the
seventeenth century to mean one’s natural mental abilities, in contrast to
knowledge acquired through education.” In Worlds Olio, Cavendish
compares wit to a ‘Pencill that draws several Figures, which are the
Fancies; and the Brain is the Hand to guide that Pencill’ (Cavendish
1655a: 5). She attributes wit to Ovid, Virgil, Homer (Cavendish 1653a:
54—5), her husband (Cavendish 1664a: 338), and Shakespeare (Cavendish
1664a: 246). Wit produces fancy; often, this takes the form of poetry, but
wit can produce other fanciful effects as well: ‘all Fancies do not run one
way, but according to the temper of the Brain, some run into Inventions,
as Artificers; some into Verse, as Poets’ (Cavendish 1655a: 1o1). Fancies are
creative and original, involving no imitation; ‘fancy is not an imitation of
Nature, but a naturall Creation’ (Cavendish 1656: c3 v). Wit is the creative
mental ability that produces fancies."*

In Natures Pictures, Cavendish writes that “Wit can produce something
out of nothing’ (Cavendish 1656: 181). She cannot mean this literally, of

** In Philosophical Letters she warns her correspondent that she ‘will pass by natural Arguments and
Proofs, as not belonging to such an Omnipotent Action’ (Cavendish 1664b: 16). See also Cavendish
(1655b: 145). There is one passage in Observations, however, where Cavendish suggests that we know
that God is supernatural, omnipotent, and eternal from perceiving ‘Effects’ in nature Cavendish
(1668a: di r; 2001: 17). She seems to allow that while the idea of God’s existence as a supernatural,
omnipotent, and eternal being is innate, we can also infer that God has those qualities from
observing God’s creation; but since we could not do so without already possessing the innate
idea, Cavendish is not arguing that we can know « posteriori that God exists.

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, ‘wit’ meant ‘the faculty of thinking and reasoning in
general; mental capacity, understanding, intellect, reason” OED Online, s.v. ‘wit, n.”, www.oed
.com.

She contrasts reason and fancy in Blazing-World, but says that both result from motions of rational
matter: ‘By Reason I understand a Rational search and enquiry into the causes of Natural Effects;
and by Fancy a Voluntary creation or production of the Mind, both being effects, or rather actions
of the rational part of Matter’ (Cavendish 1668e: a3 v).
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course, since she holds that Nature cannot create new matter where there
was none; Nature reconfigures the matter that already exists. Nonetheless,
her characterization of human wit in terms usually reserved for character-
izing God’s creation suggests that perhaps God’s creation, too, is a kind of
wit. And since she does so often refer to God as the author of Nature, it is
perhaps not too much of a stretch to think that God’s authorship is, like
human authorship, the expression of wit. Just as Blazing World and the
other worlds of Cavendish’s imagination were her creative productions out
of nothing, Nature itself is God’s production out of nothing. And while
Cavendish hoped that her works would last a long time, bringing her fame
in future ages, she saw God’s production of the book of Nature as actually
eternal.

7 Conclusion

While Cavendish holds that we do not have an idea of God’s essence, she
thinks we — and indeed every part of matter — have an innate idea of God’s
existence, which allows us to know that God is the eternal creator of nature.
Knowing this, we can know that matter too is eternal. Thus Cavendish
argues for the Eternity Thesis from her views about God’s eternity, as well
as from her views about the nature of change. Moreover, Cavendish’s
discussion of the Eternity Thesis in Philosophical Letters suggests that she
endorses the Creation Ex Nihilo Thesis. Indeed, Cavendish’s comments
there suggest that she may have been familiar with the long-standing
debate over the compatibility of the two theses. While Cavendish does
not speculate about the nature of God’s creation, there are hints in her
writings that suggest emanationism. Even if she was not an emanationist,
she suggests that God’s creation occurs through language, and even per-
haps through wit.



CHAPTER 7

Anne Conway on the ldentity of Creatures over Time
Emily Thomas

1 Introduction

Anne Conway (1631—79)" holds an unusual metaphysic on which creatures
can change radically over time, such that a horse could change into
a human being. It is important to Conway that creatures retain their
identity over time, as creatures are moral agents and the changes they
undergo act as rewards or punishments for their past behaviour. This raises
a question. For Conway, what secures a creature’s identity over time?
The first part of this chapter considers and rejects an existing answer in
the literature: Peter Loptson’s reading of Conway as a haecceity theorist, on
which a thing’s haecceity — its ‘thisness’ — secures its identity. Loptson’s
reading is important not least because it has been subsequently endorsed by
further scholars. The second part of this chapter puts forward an alternative
answer, arguing that Conway grounds creaturely identity in sameness of
soul substance, in accord with the later work of her friend and one-time
tutor Henry More. However, unlike More, Conway takes the extremely
unusual position that souls have real parts, such that every soul is composed
of further souls. This position also deviates from twenty-first century soul
theorists such as Richard Swinburne. This chapter’s explication of
Conway’s account of creaturely identity will explore how we can under-
stand grounding identity in sameness of soul substance when that sub-
stance has parts; shed light on the thorny question of the relationship
between Conway’s philosophy and More’s; and illuminate Conway’s views
on haecceity, change, and memory.

This chapter proceeds as follows. Section 2 introduces Conway’s work,
and sets out the problem of identity over time. I explain why a familiar

" On the life and work of Lady Anne Conway (née Finch) see Nicolson’s interludes in the Conway
Letters; Merchant (1979); Loptson (1982: 1—23); Coudert and Corse’s introduction to their 1996
edition of Conway’s Principles; Broad (2002: 65-89); Reid (2012: 255—78); and especially Hutton’s
(2004b) book-length intellectual biography.
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account of identity over time, John Locke’s view that continuity of
memory secures personal identity over time, could not solve Conway’s
account of creaturely identity over time. We will see that, in this respect,
Conway is diverging from More’s early work on memory. Section 3 con-
siders Conway’s position on haecceities, the ‘thisness’ of creatures. Loptson
has argued that Conway is the kind of haecceity theorist that grounds
identity in haecceity but, against Loptson, I argue that there is strong
textual evidence to support the reading that Conway grounds creaturely
identity in sameness of soul substance. Section 4 explicates and contextua-
lises this alternative reading. The first part of this section details Conway’s
unusual view that the soul substance that secures identity has real parts.
The second part argues that sameness of soul substance alone is not enough
to secure the identity of creatures’ bodies over time in Conway, and
suggests that we should import Locke’s understanding of identity for
organisms, which would provide further support for reading Conway as
a process philosopher. The third part returns to Conway’s relationship
with More, and argues that her views on identity and memory are in accord
with his later work. Finally, Section § summarises the chapter’s
conclusions.

2 The Problem of Identity over Time in Conway, Locke
and More

2.1 Introducing Conway and the Problem of ldentity

This section introduces Conway and her philosophical system more gen-
erally, before embarking on the problem of identity as found in Locke and
Conway.

Conway obtained the opportunity to engage in philosophy through
a combination of privilege and circumstance extremely rare in the seven-
teenth century. Her philosophical education was facilitated through her
brother, John Finch, who put her in touch with the Cambridge Platonist
Henry More. Initially, the relationship between More and Conway was
one of teacher and pupil, and one of the topics they discussed at length was
Descartes’ philosophy. Later, they became intellectual equals and lifelong
friends. Another philosophical pillar in Conway’s life was the physician
and vitalist Francis Mercury van Helmont, the son of Jan Baptiste van
Helmont, who lived at Conway’s family home as her physician and friend
in the years leading up to her death. Whilst Conway’s philosophical

independence is acknowledged, a central issue in Conway scholarship is
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the degrees to which she draws on the various systems around her.
To illustrate, Hutton (2004b: 86—92) emphasises the influence of More,
writing that Conway owes much of her general philosophical framework to
More, and that Conway should be placed ‘firmly’ amongst the Cambridge
Platonists. Reid (2012: 273—4) also argues that the ‘principal roots’ of
Conway’s thought stem from her relationship with More. In contrast,
Coudert (1975: 643) argues that Conway’s Principles bear the ‘imprint of
Helmont’s thought at every turn’. Loptson (1982: 16-18) argues that
Conway’s philosophical ideas are very different to More’s, and closer to
van Helmont’s.

Our main source for Conway’s views is a notebook discovered after her
death, which has become known as The Principles of the Most Ancient and
Modern Philosophy.” More tells us that Conway composed this towards the
end of her life, and internal textual evidence confirms that it was likely
between 1677 and early 1679.% Its contents were written in English but, at
some point after Conway’s death, van Helmont and More translated it into
Latin and published it anonymously. Around this period, the original English
text was lost, so this Latin translation is the closest we have to the original.
It seems probable that, whilst translating the text, van Helmont and More
edited it but to what degree is unknown.* The Latin was translated into
English in 1692 and retranslated in 1996; I work from the latter translation.
Another possible source of Conway’s views is a set of texts associated with van
Helmont — dubbed by Brown (1997: 105) the ‘Helmontiana’ — which Conway
may have been involved with composing.

Conway’s Principles offers the following ontology. There are three kinds
of species, each with their own ‘nature and essence’ (natura sive Essentia):
God, the highest being; created creatures, the lowest beings; and Christ,
who acts as a mediator between God and creatures (CC 24—s; V:3—4). God
communicates to all creatures essence, life, body, and whatever good they
have (CC 9; I:3). All creatures are alive, and in every creature there is matter
and spirit, such that matter and spirit are modes of a single substance (CC
38; VI:2). This view rejects materialism, held by the likes of Thomas
Hobbes and Margaret Cavendish; and substance dualism, held by
Descartes and More. Although Conway holds that matter and spirit are

* ‘L’ refers to page numbers of the Latin text of Loptson’s 1982 edition of Conway’s Principles, and ‘CC’
refers to Coudert and Corse’s 1996 English translation. I follow these page numbers with chapter and
section numbers.

? On dating the text, see Loptson (1982: 7-9).

* In the preface, we are told that only part of the notebook was transcribed ‘because the rest were hardly
legible’ (CC 7) yet the text we have exhibits no breaks and seems extremely well organised.
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modes, a substance can be more purely material or spiritual, allowing us to
speak grosso modo of material bodies and spirits in her system. Following
More, Conway argues that all creatures — whether more purely body or
spirit — are spatially extended (CC 49; VILI: 3).

At this point, we are ready to embark on the problem of identity. Our
problem must be distinguished from a related problem. The problem of
individuation asks what makes an individual the individual that it is. What
makes a tree that particular tree? In contrast, the problem of identity asks
what makes an individual remain the same individual over time. What
makes a tree numerically identical — i.e. one and the same thing — over time
to the tree that stood in the same spot five minutes before? We will be
principally concerned with the latter problem. The most famous discussion
of this can be found in the second, 1694 edition of Locke’s An Essay
Concerning Human Understanding, and it will be helpful for us to consider
this familiar account before examining Conway’s views.

Locke’s Essay offers us identity criteria for several kinds of entities,
including persons. Locke characterises a ‘person’ as a ‘thinking, intelligent
Being, that has reason and reflection, and considers itself as it self, the same
thinking thing in different times and places; which it does only by that
consciousness, which is inseparable from thinking’ (II.27.9). Locke argues
that the only criteria for a person to be identical to itself is that there is
‘sameness of a rational Being’, such that ‘as far as this consciousness can be
extended backwards to any past Action or Thought, so far reaches the
Identity of that Person’ (IL.27.9). One of the central ideas here is that you
are the same person as a past person if you can remember their past actions
or thoughts.’

Locke understands ‘person’ to be a ‘Forensic Term appropriating
actions and their merit’ (I.27.26). By this, Locke means that ‘person’ is
a term suitable to be used in enquiries — such as in a court of law — that are
concerned to establish guilt or innocence. Understanding personal identity
is necessary to holding people morally responsible for past actions, such
that people can be rewarded or punished. This question is important for
human judgement in this life, and for divine judgement in the afterlife.
Catholicism and the Church of England teaches that there will come a time
when all the dead will be bodily resurrected, and there will be a Day of
Judgement on which God will judge each individual for their actions, and
place them in Heaven or Hell as appropriate. As Locke explains, on
Judgement Day, the sentences meted out to persons will be deserved as

> For more on Locke’s views on identity, see Uzgalis (2014).
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those persons are the same as those that committed the praiseworthy or
blameworthy actions (II.27.26). As we will now see, Conway prefigures
Locke in connecting judgement and identity.

On Conway’s system, creatures can change radically. She illustrates this
using the example of a horse, arguing that when the horse dies, its spirit
may return to life and ‘obtain’ the body of another horse. However, it is
also possible that the spirit will take on the body of a human being, such
that the horse will change into a human (CC 32-3; VI:6). These kinds of
changes explain why we see ‘water change into stone, stones into earth,
earth into trees, and trees into animals or living creatures’ (CC 26; V:6).
On Conway’s theory of transmutation, creatures can change from being
more purely bodily to more purely spiritual, and vice versa. Conway
explains that it is not an essential property of anything to be a body, just
as it is not a property of anything to be dark, ‘For nothing is so dark that it
cannot become bright’ (CC 38; VI:2). Importantly, the way that creatures
change is connected to divine justice: when they change for better, they are
rewarded by becoming more purely spirit; when they change for worst,
they are punished by becoming more purely corporeal. Conway explains
that a man who lives a pure life on earth may become an angel, whereas
a man who lives a brutish life will change his corporeal shape into a beast
(CC 35-6; VI:7). As the way that creatures change is connected to justice, it
is implicitly important to Conway that they retain their identities through
these changes. If the beast were not numerically identical to the brutish
man, there would be no punishment in the transformation.

Conway’s sensitivity to the importance of identity for justice is evident
in the following passage:

[Clan one individual change (mutari) into another, either of the same or of
a different species? 1 say that this is impossible, for then the essential
(essentiae) nature of things would change, which would cause great confu-
sion (magname excitaret confusionem) not only for creatures but also for the
wisdom of God, which made everything. For example, if one man could
change into another, namely Paul into Judas or Judas into Paul, then he who
sinned would not be punished for that sin ... But if we suppose that one
righteous man is changed into another, as Paul into Peter and Peter into
Paul, then Paul would surely not receive his proper reward but that of Peter,
nor would Peter receive his but that of Paul. This confusion would not suit

the wisdom of God. (CC 29; L 88; VI:2)

Like Locke, Conway is arguing that an individual can only be punished or
rewarded for their own past actions: Judas is not numerically identical to
Paul, and thus Judas cannot be rewarded for Paul’s virtuous acts, nor Paul
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punished for Judas’ sins. Both Locke and Conway are concerned to dis-
cover the identity conditions of ‘moral agents’, individuals that are capable
of acting with reference to right and wrong. However, they differ over what
counts as a moral agent. For Locke, moral agents are persons: intelligent,
conscious beings. In contrast, for Conway, moral agents include a// crea-
tures, regardless of how intelligent or conscious they are; although it is
strange to think of water or stones as moral agents, for Conway these
creatures are alive and transmuting according to God’s plan in the same
way that human beings are.

2.2 Memory and Identity in Conway and More

We saw above that Locke grounds the identity of moral agents on memory.
This section explains why this strategy appears to be closed to Conway, an
explanation that involves going deeper into Conway’s ontology of
creatures.

Conway holds that in every creature there is body and spirit. She
describes their relationship using the metaphor of a mirror, on which spirit
is ‘the light or the eye looking at its own proper image’, and the body is ‘the
darkness which receives this image’ (CC 38; VI:2). The idea is that the
body’s ‘opacity’ renders it suitable to reflect the image of the spirit. This is
how an angelic spirit comes to possess an angelic body, and a brutish spirit
comes to possess a brutish body. Extending the mirror metaphor, Conway
adds that the body’s opacity renders it suitable to retain images:

For all reflection takes place because of a certain darkness, and this is the
body. Thus memory requires a body (memoria requirit corpus) in order to
retain the spirit of the thing conceived of; otherwise it vanishes, just as an
image in a mirror immediately vanishes when the object is removed. (CC 39;
L 101; VI:2)

Memory requires body, and if the body disappeared the memory would
vanish with it, just as the mirror-image of an object vanishes when the
object is removed. As creatures can change their bodies, this implies that
creatures do not retain their memories from one body to the next. Mary
Lascano (2013: 333) reads Conway in this way, writing that when a new
body is formed, it will not contain the thoughts, memories, and knowledge
previously held in the old body. For Conway, memory cannot secure the
identity over time of moral agents.

In rejecting memory as a criterion of identity over time, Conway’s 1670s
Principles is not just rejecting the later position of Locke’s 1694 Essay. She
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also appears to be rejecting the work of More, which may encourage
scholars to downplay the philosophical relationship between Conway
and More.

More is a substance dualist, and he takes humans to be comprised of
a material body and an immaterial soul. In his philosophical poem
A Platonick Song of the Soul, first published in 1642 and reprinted and
expanded in 1647, More specifically considers whether the soul retains its
memory after bodily death. More (1647: 107) argues that it does, because
various capacities traditionally associated with the body in fact reside
within the soul, and ‘departed souls’ need not ‘to Lethe Lake descend’.
In Greek mythology, Lethe is a river in the underworld Hades and those
who drank from it had their memories erased. Thus, More is claiming that
after death souls need not lose their memories.

A Platonick Song of the Soul does not merely claim that souls retain their
memory, it also argues that retention of memory is necessary to a soul’s

identity:

This memorie the very bond of life

You may well deem. If it were cut away

Our being truly then you might contrive

Into a point of time. The former day

Were nought at all to us : when once we lay

Odur selves to sleep, we should not know at morn

That €’re we were before . ..

Coherence thus is torn. (More 1647: 133)

The idea is that, if not for memory, we would be an entity that only exists
for a ‘point of time’: we would lack duration over time. More holds that
memory is necessary for identity over time. More’s views on memory and
identity have been unjustly neglected; even Thiel’s (2011) landmark study
of early modern theories of individuation and identity brushes swiftly over
them. I say this neglect is ‘unjust’ because it is possible that Locke drew on
More in constructing his account of identity.® Although Conway’s rejec-
tion of the view that spirit retains its memory after bodily death appears to
be a significant divergence from More, I will argue below that matters are
not as clear-cut as they seem.

It is also worth asking why Conway appears to be unconcerned about
the continuity of memory. Lascano (2013: 333) considers this question
and points out that Conway’s bodily account of memory provides an

¢ The small body of literature on More’s account of personal identity includes Forstrom (2010: 96-100),
Reid (2012: 375-9) and Leech (2013: 87-106). Forstrom specifically argues that More influenced Locke.
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explanation of why we do not remember our previous modes of existence,
our past lives. Lascano adds that, for Conway, knowledge or memory of
our past lives is ‘not necessary’ to the process of a soul’s purification and
refinement. The idea is that creatures’ transformations will bring them
closer to God, regardless of whether they remember each of their bodily
incarnations.

3 Grounding Creaturely Identity in Haecceities

This section considers Loptson’s reading of Conway as a haecceity theorist,
on which Conway secures the identity of creatures over time through
individual haecceities.

A ‘haecceity’ is a ‘thisness’, something that makes a thing #/is and not
that. Haecceities can be understood in many different ways, and I will only
focus on how Loptson understands them.” Loptson (1982: 41) writes that
Conway’s discussion of haecceity is ‘one of the most striking and forceful
indicators” of her metaphysical acuity.® Commenting on Conway’s discus-
sion of whether Paul could change into Judas, Loptson writes:

Being Paul is essential to Paul, as is nor being Judas. She says if it were not so,
contradiction would result. Conway does not, but let us agree to call such
properties as these haecceitous properties . .. All such properties will be, if
had, had essentially by their bearer, according to Conway, and evidently she
is right about this. (Loptson 1982: 41)

Loptson reads Conway as attributing haecceities to creatures. Loptson
(1982: 43) goes on to explain that, in addition to haecceities, what he
finds so attractive about Conway’s metaphysics is that any creature can
come to bear any non-haecceitous property, such that a lion can be
transformed into a tin can.

Almost two decades later, Loptson expands on his understanding of
haecceitism:

Haecceitism is the view that a distinct individual substance has a thisness,
a matter of its being just the very thing it is . . . Moreover, for haecceitism,
the concept of a substance’s thisness is not constituted by (or of) such
natural kind, material, compositional, and causal traits as the substance
may have. (Loptson 2001: 99)

Loptson is arguing that, for a haecceity theorist, what provides a thing with
its thisness is always its haecceity, and this is 7ot constituted by a thing’s

7 For a wider introduction to haecitites, see Cowling (2015).  ® See also Loptson (1995: 144).
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natural kind, such as whether it is a metal; by the material it is composed of,
such as iron; or whether its material is composed in a certain way, such as
the interlocking of its molecules; or by its causal traits, such as melting
when hot.

Loptson continues:

[H]aecceitism does not as such deny that some natural kind, compositional,
or causal properties may be essential to the substance. Haecceitism as such is
neutral about whether a certain horse may not be essentially a horse . ..
Haecceitism, rather, denies that the identity of a substance at a time or its
continuing identity over time is constituted by, logically a function of, or
dependent on such properties. (Loptson 2001: 99)

As Loptson conceives it, haecceitism is neutral with regard to essentialism:
whether a thing has essential properties without which it would not be that
thing. To illustrate, take the example of a steel axe. The haecceity theorist
holds that the axe has a haecceity which makes it #his axe rather than
another. This is compatible with anti-essentialism 2nd with the essentialist
view that the axe has essential properties (perhaps being a member of the
natural kind ‘human tools’) and being composed of particular material or
stuff (a wooden handle and steel blade). However, Loptson holds that
haecceitism is not neutral with regard to identity. What makes the axe
identical to itself at a time or over time is its haecceity, not any other
property, such as its natural kind or the material it is composed of. To put
the point another way, recall the distinction we drew above between the
problems of individuation and identity. Loptson is solving both problems
using haecceities: the haecceity of a thing individuates it and secures its
identity over time.

Having set out his understanding of haecceitism, Loptson (2001: 99) adds
that he advocates a variety of haecceitism understood in this sense, and so
does Conway. Loptson’s reading of Conway is important because it con-
stitutes a serious scholarly engagement with her metaphysics, and because it
has been endorsed in subsequent literature.” However, I argue that Loptson’s
attribution to Conway of haecceitism (as he understands it) is incorrect.

My argument has two prongs. The first prong argues against Loptson
that the passage on which Loptson grounds his reading — concerning the
possibility of one individual turning into another, illustrated by Judas and

¥ For example, O'Neill (2006: 122) writes that Loptson did a ‘superb job’ of elucidating Conway’s
position that there are individual essences such that Peter, in virtue of his essence, necessarily has the
property of being Peter. Duran (2006: 52) writes, citing Loptson, that Conway’s use of essence
‘approximates today’s technical use’ and ‘does most of the work’ in establishing Conway’s innovative
metaphysics.
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Paul — is not positing haecceities in Loptson’s sense. I provide an alternative
reading of Conway’s claim that individuals have an unchanging ‘essential
nature’ (essentiae) by turning to Conway’s account of divine creation.
On this issue, Conway writes:

In God there is an idea which is his image or the word existing within
himself, which in substance or essence is one and the same with him,
through which he knows himself as well as all other things and, indeed, all
creatures were made or created according to this very idea .. .

[God] maintains and brings into actual being that which was hidden in
the idea, so that he produces and makes a distinct and essential substance
(distinctamque exinde faciat substantiam Essentialiem). And this is surely to
create the essence of a creature, for the idea alone does not confer being on
a creature, but only will conjoined with the idea. (CC 105 L 64—5; 1:6—7)

This passage is arguing that God has an ‘idea’ — an image or word — of
himself within himself, and this idea is ‘one and the same’ with his
substance or essence. Additionally, God has ideas of individual creatures,
and God wills those ideas into existence; this, Conway writes, is ‘surely’ to
create the essence of a creature. Conway illustrates this thesis using the
example of an architect: the architect may have an idea of a house in his
mind but that is not enough to build the house. To build the house — to
create the essence of a house — also involves the architect willing the idea of
the house into existence (CC 10; I:7).

For Conway, God’s essence is the idea of God identified with his sub-
stance. Similarly, this passage suggests that the essence of a creature is the
idea of a substance that has been willed into being by God: when Conway
writes that God produces an ‘essential substance’, she is identifying the
essence of a creature with its substance. Against Loptson, when Conway
attributes to individuals an ‘essential nature’, she is not attributing to them
a haecceity in Loptson’s sense; rather, she is restating her view that each
individual creature is an idea that has been willed into existence by God.

Confirmation of this understanding of essence in Conway is provided by
the second prong of my argument. Towards the end of the Principles, Conway
issues a clear statement of what constitutes creaturely identity over time:

[TThe soul of every human being will remain a whole soul for eternity and endure
without end, so that it may receive proper rewards for its labour. The universal
law of justice inscribed in everything requires this. (CC s55; VII: 3)*°

' quod anima cujuslibet hominis permansura sit anima integra aeterna, vel sine fine durans, ut accipiat
proprios fructus suos, secundum laborem suum: idque requirit universalis illa lex justitiae (L122; VII: 3).
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Conway is anxious to provide a criterion of creaturely identity over time so
that creatures will be justly rewarded or punished for their past actions.
Here, Conway states that it is the ‘whole soul” that will be rewarded for
their labours. This means that creaturely identity over time in Conway is
provided by continuity in (some of) the material or stuff that makes up the
creature: its soul substance. Her view is analogous to that of a theorist who
argues that an axe is identical to itself over time in virtue of the fact that the
material that makes it up — its wood and steel — remains the same.

This sameness of soul substance criterion for identity contravenes
Loptson’s understanding of a haecceity theorist, who does not ground
the identity of a thing in the material that makes it up. Valuable though
Loptson’s reading is, I conclude that Conway is not a haecceity theorist in
Loptson’s sense. When Conway states that creatures have an ‘essential
nature’ she is not attributing a haecceity to creatures. Rather, Conway is
attributing to each creature an essential substance, a distinct soul, and it is
the continuing material or stuff of this substance that secures their identity
over time.

4 Grounding Creaturely Identity in Sameness of Soul Substance

4.1 The Identity of Creatures over Time

Conway’s view that the identity of creatures consists in sameness of the
material of the soul over time was widely held in the sixteenth and
seventeenth  centuries." For example, Francisco Sudrez’s 1597
Disputationes metaphysicae argues that a man remains the same if his soul
remains the same, even if his body has changed. ‘For Peter and Paul differ
numerically from each other more because they have numerically distinct
souls, than because they have distinct bodies . .. a man is judged the same
absolutely (simpliciter) not only in appearance but also in truth, who has
the numerically same soul, even if the body has changed’ (V.VIL.16).”
The view can also be found in an author that we know Conway read:
Descartes. For Descartes, the soul is a partless, immaterial substance, and it
is the soul that constitutes one’s essence ‘by which I am what [ am’; in
contrast, the body is merely something to which the soul is ‘closely joined’
(1984a: 545 1996 VII: 78). The view can be found in the Cambridge

" For more on the history, see Mijuskovic (1975: 205-8) and Thiel (2011: 35-60).
" Notably, Conway and Sudrez both use the apostles Peter and Paul to discuss identity, raising the
possibility that Conway read Sudrez.
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Platonists. For example, Cudworth (1678: 826) argues that ‘T’ am a partless,
immaterial soul: ‘And this is properly called, I My Self, not the Extended
Bulk, of the Body ... but an Unextended and Indivisible Unity, wherein
all Lines Meet, and Concentre’. Additionally, the view is held by some
philosophers today. For example, Richard Swinburne (1984: 27) posits
a substance dualism of immaterial and material substance, and argues
that it is the continuity of immaterial substance that is necessary for the
identity of a person over time.

I have argued that Conway places herself in the venerable tradition of
grounding identity in sameness of soul substance but, as we shall see, her
view is rather more complicated than the traditional one. This is because
Conway holds that the identity of a creature over time is provided by its
‘whole soul’, an idea that requires some explanation. Traditionally, six-
teenth- and seventeenth-century thinkers who posited immaterial souls
held that they are simple, or partless. This view is taken by Sudrez,
Descartes, and Cudworth. Rather more recently, it has been defended by
Swinburne (1984: 28). Even on More’s mature view that the soul is
extended through space, More would deny it has parts.”

Conway does not just hold that souls are spatially extended, she holds
that they have parts:

Just as a body, whether of a man or brute, is nothing but a countless
multitude of bodies collected into one and arranged in a certain order, so
the spirit of man or brute is also a countless multitude of spirits united in
this body, and they have their order and government, such that one is the
principal ruler, another has second place, and a third commands others
below itself and so on for the whole, just as in an army ... Thus every

human being, indeed, every creature whatsoever, contains many spirits and
bodies. (CC 39; VI:2)™*

For Conway, the spirit of a man is not one single, indivisible substance.
Rather, the spirit of a man is an ordered system of spirits, in the same way
that we might think of our bodies as an ordered system of smaller material
bodies (our bones, heart, muscles, and so on). This position is extremely

As More acknowledges, an immaterial substance’s spatial extension provides a ‘logical” or ‘con-
ceptual’ sense in which it has parts: a human soul diffused throughout a body is partly in the head
and partly in the legs. However, More would deny that the soul has parts in any real, non-
conceptual sense.

sicut corpus, videlicer hominis vel bestiae, nihil est aliud, quam innumerabilis multitude corporum, simul
in unum compactorum, inque certum ordinem dispositorum: ita spiritus hominis vel bruti similiter est
innumerabilis quaedam multitude spirituum unitorum in hoc corpore . .. (L 101; VI:2).
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unusual in the context of early modern philosophy, although related ideas
were held by the van Helmonts.”

We can better understand Conway’s ontology of creatures by consider-
ing her description of the process whereby a creature leaves one body and
takes on another. The passage below is prefaced by an explanation of the
way that a spirit’s body can become ‘grosser’, more purely material.
Conway continues:

But some parts [of the spirit’s body] become grosser and grosser, and the
remaining parts of this corporeal spirit (these are the means by which spirit is
intimately united to body) retain a certain tenuousness ... The principal
spirit (together with its ministering spirits — as many as it can gather
together — along with those subtle and tenuous parts of the body) departs
from these crasser parts of the body, which it abandons as if they were so
many dead corpses. (CC 43; VIL1)

I suggest that Conway’s creatures can be pictured as wheels. The ‘principal’
or ‘ruling’ spirit sits at the central hub of the wheel, surrounded by
‘ministering’ spirits. The outer rim of the wheel is comprised of bodies,
and the hub and rim are connected via ‘subtle and tenuous’ bodies which
act as spokes. As it is only the principal spirit or central hub that moves
from one body to the next, it is this in which identity consists.

Although we can speak of this principal spirit as a singular entity — in the
same way that we can speak of a creature as a singular entity — it is
important to realise that it has parts. Conway is explicit that the principal
spirit is not an ‘atom’, that it is ‘multiple’ (CC ss; VII: 3). Unlike creatures
in general — the unity of which, as we have seen, can be dissolved — Conway
argues that the principal spirit is tightly unified:

This unity is so great that nothing can dissolve it (although the unity of the
greater number of ministering spirits which do not belong to the centre may
be dissolved). Thus it happens that the soul of every human being will
remain a whole soul for eternity and endure without end, so that it may
receive proper rewards for its labour. (CC s5; VII: 3)

This conclusively demonstrates that, for Conway, the principal spirit of
a creature is its soul, and it is this soul which secures the identity of
a creature over time."

® See Hutton (2004b: 140-s5).

' The only scholarly discussion of identity in Conway I am aware of is found in the work of Lascano,
and I believe she would accept this reading. Lascano (2013: 330) briefly states that the principal spirit
of a creature ‘constitutes’ its personal identity, although she does not elaborate. Lascano (2013: 332)
does, however, provide an excellent discussion of the principal spirit’s structure, suggesting for
example that it contains multiple kinds of spirit. To illustrate using Conway’s discussion of the
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Although I argued above that Conway does not ground creaturely
identity in haecceities as Loptson understands them, nonetheless her
views on essence provide her with a solution to a problem facing other
thinkers. For example, it has been argued that, whilst Descartes takes the
identity of an individual over time to consist in sameness of soul substance,
Descartes does not provide an account of individuation for individual
human souls.” In contrast, Conway faces no such problem, as each
creature is an idea that God has willed into being; thus, each creature is
an essential substance, their individuation provided by their pre-creation
idea.

4.2 The Identity of Creatures’ Bodies over Time

The identity of a creature over multiple bodily lifetimes is secured via the
continuation of its soul substance. But what secures the identity of
a creature’s body over time? Our bodies change hugely over the course of
our lifetimes: human bodies grow from babies to adults, plants grow from
seeds to towering trees. For many advocates of the sameness of soul
substance view, the answer for human bodies at least is straightforward:
the identity of the body over time is secured by its continuing union with
its soul.” In correspondence, Descartes takes this position: ‘provided that
abody is united with the same rational soul, we always take it as the body of
the same man, whatever matter it may be and whatever quantity or shape it
may have’ (1991a: 243; 1996: 1V167).

Although Conway holds the unusual view that souls have parts, this does
not preclude her from also grounding the identity of bodies in their unions
with the same soul. Nonetheless, it is far from clear what it 75 for a body to
be unified with the same soul on Conway’s ontology. Conway writes that
the fact that bodies and spirits have parts helps us to understand how all
creatures are connected, as creatures are connected by ‘subtler mediating
parts’, which emanate from one another (CC 20; I1I:10). To illustrate, if
two people love each other very strongly, a continual flux or emanation of
spirit passes from one to the other, by means of which they are united (CC
53; VIL: 3). If a particular soul is connected to its body by its parts, and all
creatures (soul-body composites) are connected to other creatures by their
parts, what distinguishes the former kind of connection from the latter?

transformation of a man into a brute, here the brutish spirit has obtained dominance within the
army that makes up the grincipal spirit.
7 See Thiel (zo1r: 82). ™ See Thiel (2011: 40-1) who discusses Descartes in some detail.
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Conway’s description of a creature’s body as a ‘countless multitude of
bodies collected into one and arranged in a certain order’ is reminiscent of
another kind of identity found in Locke: the identity of /iving creatures over
time. Taking the example of an oak tree, Locke argues that although its
matter changes over time, it nonetheless remains identical to itself, in
virtue of the organisation of its parts:

[SJuch an organisation of those parts, as is fit to receive, and distribute
nourishment, so as to continue, and frame the Wood, Bark, and Leaves, etc,
of an Oak, in which consists the same vegetable Life. That being then one
Plant, which has such an Organisation of Parts in one coherent Body,
partaking of one Common Life, it continues to be the same Plant, as long
as it partakes of the same Life, though that Life be communicated to new
Particles of Matter vitally united to the living Plant, in a like continued
Organisation. (I1.27.4)

I suggest we can apply a similar treatment to bodily identity in Conway.
A soul is unified with its body via parts that are arranged in a certain order,
an order that continues the body’s life. Although creatures are connected to
other creatures, those connections do not form part of the order that
contribute to a body’s life.

It has been previously argued that Conway is a kind of process
philosopher.” ‘Substance philosophy’ takes #hings — such as human bodies,
minds or trees — to be basic, and the changes they appear to persist through
are of secondary importance, or even illusory. In contrast, ‘process philo-
sophy’ takes processes — such as lives, thunderstorms, and rivers — to be
basic, and the dynamic, continually changing nature of these entities is
emphasised.”® The process philosopher Nicholas Rescher (1996: 39—40)
argues that processes preserve their identity over time through ‘internal
complexity’, that any two stages in a process are instances of the ‘same
generic production procedure’. Understood as a process, any two stages of
the life of an oak tree — from germination to the first fall of leaves — are
unified because they are following the same procedure, the same recipe.
Rescher (1996: 39) adds that all processes have a ‘developmental, forward-
looking aspect’. The idea is that a process, such as the life of an oak tree, can
only proceed in a limited number of ways. My reading of Conway on
bodily identity would lend further support to the thesis that Conway is
a kind of process philosopher, as any two stages in the life of a creature’s

¥ For example, White (2008: 81) argues that Conway’s understanding of ‘processual nature’ has
‘interesting points of convergence’ with process thought. See also Thomas (2017).
** For more on characterising process philosophy, see Rescher (1996: 1—2) and Seibt (2016).
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body would indeed be unified in virtue of the fact they are following the
same procedure, and — given that creatures are mutating according to the
divine plan — it is developmental in Rescher’s sense.

4.3 Drawing Together Conway and More on Identity

Above, we saw that Conway’s views on memory appear to take her away
from those of More. Returning to the question of Conway’s intellectual
sympathies, this section argues that in fact Conway’s views on identity are
very close to More’s mature views.

One immediate point of agreement between Conway and More is that
the identity of moral agents is secured by sameness of soul substance.
More’s 1660 An Explanation of the Grand Mystery of Godliness gives various
arguments against grounding one’s ‘stable personality’ after death in the
continuation of the numerically identical body. These include the fact that
cannibals feed on men’s flesh, and thus if a man were to be resurrected in
their same body they would be left ‘bare of flesh’; and that the ashes of
men’s bodies that have been cremated will have vanished, such that a soul
seeking for her body ‘would hear more likely news of it in the Air than in
the Earth” (More 1660: 222). Instead, like Conway, More argues we should
ground the identity of moral agents in the soul:

[W]hy are men solicitous of the same numerical body, but that they may be sure
to find themselves the same numerical persons? But it being most certain there is
no Stable Personality of a man but what is in his Soul, (for if the Body be
Essential to this numerical Identity, a grown man has not the same individuation
he had when he was Christned;) it is manifest, that if there be the Same Soul,
there is exactly the Same Person; and that the change of the body causes no more
real difference of Personality than the change of cloaths. (More 1660: 223)

For More, the identity of an individual is constituted not by the continuation of
their body — which changes significantly from when we are Christened as
babies, to when we become adults — but by the continuity of our souls. Like
Conway, More continues to accept that an individual can change its body
(although, one presumes, perhaps not guite as easily as it can change its clothes).

Another point of agreement between Conway, and More’s mature
views, lies in memory. We saw above that in his 1640s poems More seated
memory in the soul. He also holds there that souls can exist, and function,
independently of bodies.” All of this implies that, after death, souls will

* For example, More (1647: 105) writes, ‘the souls energie / "Pends not on this base corse, but that self-
strong / She by her self can work’.



Anne Conway on the Identity of Creatures over Time 147

retain memories of their lives in past bodies. More’s 1659 The Immortality of
the Soul considers an objection that might be made to this position: why do
we not remember our past lives? It is likely in response to this objection
that More reconsiders his early views.**

In this later text More argues that, although memory is seated in the
soul, the soul cannot function — for example, it cannot reason or remem-
ber — unless it is embodied. More (1659: 328—30) writes, ‘the nature of the
Soule is such, as that she cannot act but in dependence on Matter, and that
her Operations are some way or other always modified there-by’. Although
More maintains that souls can transmigrate from one body to another, he
comes to believe that souls are always embodied, such that they are never
released ‘perfectly’ from matter. Further, the soul’s dependence on the
body leads to loss of memory. In reply to the objection from forgetfulness
of our purported past lives, More (1659: 252—5) argues that we frequently
forget episodes of our current lives, such as when we awake from dreaming,
or our bodies become infirm. More argues that it is a great shock for a soul
to enter a new ‘Earthly body’, and this ‘disadvantageous change’ leads to
the ‘utter spoiling of the memory of things she was acquainted with before’.
More concludes that ‘without a miracle it is impossible the Soule should
remember any particular circumstance of her former condition, though she
did really praexist .

More’s later views are much closer to Conway’s. Like the mature More,
I argue that Conway also holds that spirits are continually embodied, even
though they transmigrate. Conway tells us repeatedly that all created spirits
have a body — for example, she writes that ‘every created spirit has some
body, whether it is terrestrial, aerial, or etherial’ (CC 27; V:6) — and at one
point she implies that this is ezernally the case. ‘God’s word, which is
eternally in God and perpetually united to him ... just like the body in
respect to the soul’ (CC 21; IV: 2). Further, both More and Conway allow
that a spirit may forget its past lives, from body to body.

A last possible point of similarity between them concerns the thesis that
God will ultimately restore all of a soul’s memories. Although More
modifies his earlier account of memory he does not give up the position
that memory is important, for More (1659: 436) argues that ultimately souls
will receive better bodies than we currently have, leading to ‘rather more
perfect’ memory. This idea is also found in one of the Helmontiana. Seder
Olam is concerned to prove the pre-existence and ‘revolution’ — the
incarnation — of human souls. Van Helmont (1694: 71) writes that

** For more on why More’s views may have shifted, see Leech (2013: 87-97).
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although the same generation goes out of the world, and returns into the
world, there is no remembrance of former things. Nonetheless, ‘in the end
of the World the Books shall be opened, and they shall remember all
things’. This is a reference to the Book of Revelation (20.12): ‘And I saw the
dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were
opened ... the dead were judged by what was written in the books,
according to what they had done’. Van Helmont’s claim is that, on
the Day of Judgement, even though souls might have temporarily forgot-
ten their past lives, their memories will return with the opening of God’s
books, which might be understood as full histories of every individual’s life.

There are many similarities, in thought and language, between van
Helmont’s Seder Olam and Conway’s Principles. For example, Seder
Olam argues that spirit and body ‘are not contrary Essences, as many do
vainly and falsly affirm’ (van Helmont 1694: 11); a view that is of course also
found in Conway. These kinds of similarities, coupled with historical
reasons to believe that Seder Olam was composed several decades before
it was published and that van Helmont disclaimed authorship, have led
scholars to speculate that Seder Olam may have been authored or co-
authored by Conway.” If the view of Seder Olam is Conway’s — that, on
Judgement Day, God will install the memories we acquired in past bodies
in our current bodies — then this would provide another point of similarity
between her system and More.

To recap the similarities between Conway’s views and More’s: both
secure the identity of moral agents over time via sameness of soul sub-
stance, both allow that moral agents may forget their past lives once
installed in new bodies, and perbaps both hold that ultimately God will
restore all memories. We know that Conway and More discussed at least
some of these topics together: in a letter dated 11 February 1651/2, Conway
writes to More asking a variety of questions about his views on the pre-
existence of the soul;** and More gave Conway a copy of The Immortality of
the Soul.” What we do not know is which one of these thinkers reached
these conclusions first: it is possible that More’s mature views on identity
provided a source for Conway, or that Conway’s views prompted More’s
shift from his earlier to later views on identity. Either way, this provides
further ammunition for Hutton’s position that Conway is working in
a Cambridge Platonist framework.

ee Loptson (1982: 19—20; 25) and Hutton (2004b: 9; 149—50).
* See Loptson (198 ) and Hutron (2004b )
** Reprinted in Ward (2000: 169).  ** Reprinted in Conway (1992: 155).
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s Conclusion

This chapter has argued that Conway secures creaturely identity over time
via sameness of soul substance. Along the way, I have corrected the reading
of Conway as a haecceity theorist, explicated Conway’s unusual view that
soul substance can be multiple, and provided further support for the thesis
that Conway should be considered a Cambridge Platonist.



CHAPTER 8§

Emilie Du Chitelet and the Problem of Bodies
Katherine Brading

1 Introduction

The first edition of Du Chételet’s Institutions de Physique (hereafter trans-
lated as Foundations of Physics) was published in 1740," and was written in
France in the late 1730s, in the wake of Newton’s Principia, at a time when
Cartesian natural philosophy remained popular in France (the first edition
of Newton’s Principia was published in 1687, Descartes’ Principles of
Philosophy was published in 1644, and Rohault’s textbook of 1671, with
multiple editions thereafter, remained the standard Cartesian textbook).”?
Both Descartes’ and Newton’s systems of natural philosophy centre
around their laws, and in both cases the subject-matter of the laws is
‘bodies’.* The question therefore arises: What are these ‘bodies’ that are
the subject-matter of the laws? I call this the ‘problem of bodies’.

I begin by outlining the problem of bodies and the solutions available, as
things stood at the time Du Chételet was writing (Section 2). As we will
see, each of the available solutions faced difficulties. This background

" For a partial English translation of the 1740 edition of Du Chatelet’s Institutions de Physique, sce
Zinsser (2009). For chapter 9, see Patton (2014), chapter 21. For additional chapters please go to www
.kbrading.org.

* See Shank 2008 for an alternative to the ‘received narrative’ on the reception of Newton in France.

3 According to Zinsser (2009: 251), Du Chatelet had access to the second (1713) and third (1726)
editions of Newton’s Principia, the Jacquier and Le Seur edition with its commentary, and the 1731
publication of Newton’s De Systemate mundi.

* This chapter is part of the work on Du Chatelet’s Foundations of Physics undertaken by a research
group at the University of Notre Dame, whose members include Jamee Elder, John Hanson, Lauren
Montes, Anne Seul, Phillip Sloan, Monica Solomon, Jeremy Steeger, and Aaron Wells. I am grateful
to them all for their work, for our many discussions, and for their contributions to this chapter.
My thanks to those who offered comments and criticisms on aspects of this work that were presented
at the universities of Knoxville (February 2015), Princeton (March 2015), and Notre Dame
(April 2015); at the British Society for the Philosophy of Science conference (June 2015); UC Davis
(March 2016); the Early Modern Women on Metaphysics, Religion and Science conference in
Groningen (March 2016); and (with especial thanks to my commentator Bryce Gessell) at the Duke
New Narratives conference (April 2016). Finally, my thanks to Emily Thomas for her comments and
feedback, and for organizing both the conference and volume of which this chapter is a part.
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enables us to situate Du Chételet’s work on the problem of bodies within
the context of an existing philosophical narrative. While the focus of this
chapter, and of Du Chételet’s discussion in the Foundations, is physics, it is
worth noting that the problem of bodies has ramifications for human
embodiment and activity in the world, and as such has consequences for
moral and political philosophy too. For Du Chatelet herself, the problem
of human liberty was of central concern (see Section 2).

In Section 3, I outline Du Chatelet’s solution to the problem of bodies,
and then discuss a difficulty arising from gravitational theory (see
Section 4). Finally (in Section s), I offer some remarks about the signifi-
cance of this lack of solution for our understanding of eighteenth-century
natural philosophy, and for the how we might situate Du Chételet’s work
on the problem of bodies with respect to later developments in the eight-
eenth century.’

2 The Problem of Bodies

Cartesian philosophy is the backdrop against which Du Chatelet intro-
duces her discussions in her Foundations of Physics. In this section, I begin
from the problem of bodies as it arises in Descartes’ philosophy, and argue
that it was a difficult and enormously important problem that remained
unsolved in the early decades of the eighteenth century. In the next section
I then turn my attention to Du Chételet’s solution.

The context for addressing the problem of bodies in Descartes’ system is
Part I1 of his Principles of Philosophy,® where Descartes sets out his account
of bodies and offers his laws of nature. In this part of the Principles,
Descartes suggests that all the rich variety of the world around us, as we
experience it through our senses, is to be explained in terms of the follow-
ing resources: matter, whose sole essential attribute is extension; motion,
by which Descartes means local motion, i.e. motion from place to place;
and the laws of nature, which say how the parts of matter (i.e. bodies)
move. Parts IIT and IV of the Principles proceed to use the resources set out
in Part I in order to carry out the explanatory project, first for celestial
phenomena in Part III, and then for terrestrial phenomena in Part IV,
concluding (IV. 199): ‘That no phenomena of nature have been omitted in this
treatise,” where by ‘phenomena’ Descartes means ‘what is perceived by the

> For discussions of Du Chételet’s Foundations of Physics more broadly, see Detlefsen (2013),
Hagengruber (2012), Hayes (1999), Hayes and Zinsser (2006), Hutton (2004a), Iltis (1977), Janik
(1982), Zinsser (2009), and references therein.

Quotations are from Descartes (1991b).
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senses’. It is this portion of Descartes’ philosophy, begun in Part II, that is
labelled ‘Descartes’ metaphysical physics’ by Garber (1992), and that I will
refer to here as ‘Descartes’ project’.”

If Descartes’ project, of explaining all the phenomena in terms of bodies
and their shapes, sizes and motions, is to succeed, then there must be
bodies. According to Descartes, bodies are simply ‘parts of matter,” where
matter is just ‘extension’. However, extension by itself seems to lack any
properties or qualities by which it can admit of determinate parts: on the
one hand, we might ask what divides extension (mass noun) into parts of
extension (count noun); and on the other hand, since matter is indefinitely
divisible according to Descartes (Principles 11.20), we might ask how there
can be any extended part of matter that doesn’t simply disintegrate into
indefinitely many parts. This is the problem of bodies, as it arises in
Descartes’ system: How are the bodies that are to serve as the subject-
matter of the laws of nature to be constituted from matter? Given the
resources available in Descartes’ project as he sets it up in Part II of the
Principles, there are three options for constituting bodies from extension:
(1) use motion and rest; (2) use the laws; (3) modify the account of matter.

2.1 Option 1 for Constituting Bodies from Extension: Use Motion and Rest

The first option, of using motion and rest, is the one adopted by Descartes.®
He wrote (Principles 11.25): ‘By one body, or one part of matter, I here under-
stand everything which is simultaneously transported’. This statement follows
immediately after his definition of motion as ‘the transference of one part of
matter or of one body, from the vicinity of those bodies immediately contig-
uous to it and considered as at rest, into the vicinity of some others’, thereby
introducing what is, at best, a very tight circle. I have discussed this problem
elsewhere (see Brading 2012), and here I will focus on other, equally pressing
problems with using motion and rest to constitute bodies from extension.
Descartes suggests (Principles 11.54 and s55) that mutual rest among parts
of matter is sufficient for a body. However, Newton worried that this seems
insufficient for providing bodies with the coherence and stability necessary
for them to play the roles required of them as the subject-matter of the
laws. In his early notebook, he wrote (McGuire and Tamny 1983: 349):

7 This is a convenient shorthand; Descartes had many other philosophical projects underway, of
course.

8 For discussion of whether this is Descartes’s position, alternative interpretations, and the issue of
actual versus potential parts in Descartes’s matter theory and metaphysics see Holden (2004),
Lennon (2007), Normore (2008), Rozemond (2008), and Brading (2011), and references therein.
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Whether the conjunction of bodies be from rest? No, for then sand by rest
might be united sooner than by a furnace, etc.

Newton’s experience in compounding bodies provided for him sufficient
demonstration that being at relative rest is insufficient for parts to form
a whole. More generally, if Cartesian bodies cannot survive collisions,
disintegrating on impact, then they cannot serve as the subjects of the
laws of nature. Indeed, it might seem that bodies constituted by mutually
resting parts are rather ephemeral, slipping in and out of existence with the
relative motion and rest of the ever tinier parts into which their collisions
indefinitely divide them.

Garber (2009) discusses the problem of the indefinite divisibilty of
Cartesian matter in the context of Leibniz’s developing philosophy. He
quotes several passages from 1676 in which Leibniz worried that if matter is
indefinitely divisible then there can be no bodies, and labels this the
‘division-to-dust’ problem. If matter’s sole essential property is extension,
and if that which is extended is indefinitely divisible, then — absent any
further principle — there is nothing to prevent divisible bodies from
dividing over and over into finer and finer dust. Leibniz wrote:’

Matter is divisible, therefore it is destructible, for whatever is divided is
destroyed. Whatever is divided into minima is annihilated; that is
impossible.

With the problem thus stated, ‘division-to-dust’ as a label seems not quite
radical enough: division-to-nothingness seems to better capture the impos-
sibility of what indefinite divisibility entails according Leibniz. This stron-
ger conclusion asserts not merely that there cannot be bodies in Descartes’
system, but that his conception of matter leads to self-contradiction
(because something cannot be nothing) and is therefore conceptually
incoherent. Be that as it may, both Leibniz and Newton worried, in their
different ways, that Descartes’ preferred option for solving the problem of
bodies could not succeed, with Leibniz maintaining that a part of extension
cannot, merely by means of motion and rest, achieve the unity necessary
for a body, and Newton maintaining that mere rest among the parts is
insufficient for the cohesion of a body.

As it turns out, the overall tendency of any approach of this kind is
towards a fluids account of matter,” in which bodies, if any there are, are
derivative ontology rather than primitive, and are therefore not the subject
of the basic laws of matter. Indeed, at the time Du Chételet was writing,

? Garber (2009: 62), quoting from Leibniz, De summa rerum. ~ '° See, for example, Crockett (1999).
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there was no version of this option available that didn’t face serious
problems. At best, appeal to mutual motion and rest would need to be
supplemented with something else in order to arrive at bodies as the
subject-matter of the laws.

2.2 Option 2 for Constituting Bodies Out of Extension: Use the Laws

The second option for constituting bodies out of extension is to make use
of the laws in a constitutive role with respect to their subject-matter.
I believe that this was among the approaches adopted by Newton (see
Brading 2012), and I believe that in the end this approach is the best, if not
the only, viable philosophical option. However, at the time that Du
Chatelet was writing, even had this option been explicitly on the table
(and I know of no evidence that it was), it would not have looked
promising. As Marius Stan’s recent work has made vivid,” by the 1730s it
was becoming clear to the French mathematicians that the resources of the
Principia (especially Newton’s second law of motion) were insufficient to
handle extended bodies. The force law copes well with point masses, but
lacks the resources to deal with the rotation of extended bodies, or with the
stresses and strains within them. Du Chatelet was in correspondence with
the leading French mathematicians of the period, and knew of their work.
Thus, even had she considered a law-constitutive approach (and I have no
evidence that she did), she would have known that Newton’s laws, despite
being the most promising laws of mechanics available, nevertheless looked
unpromising for a law-constitutive approach to bodies.

2.3 Option 3 for Constituting Bodies from Extension: Modify the
Account of Matter

The third option is to modify the account of matter as Cartesian extension,
and there were various possibilities available at the time. By far the most
popular was atomism, but this approach carries huge epistemic risk, for the
following reason. Consider the following three propositions:

(i) That which is extended is divisible.
(ii) Atoms are extended.
(iii) Atoms are indivisible.

" See, for example, Stan (2016), which makes the connection to Kuhnian paradigms, and Stan (2015:
P X g 5
section 1).
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These are mutually inconsistent, so at least one must be rejected. Atomists
endorse (ii) and (iii), and reject (i). But on what grounds? There was
widespread agreement that extension is conceptually divisible.”
Therefore, if no reason can be given for denying (i), admitting atoms
into our physics carries the risk that we are admitting something unin-
telligible, and perhaps even self-contradictory, into physics at the outset.
In the context of the time (the recent overthrow of the Aristotelian
cosmological system, which turned out to have ‘obvious’ yet false proposi-
tions at its core; the epistemic crisis of which Cartesian doubt is a part; and
so forth), this epistemic risk seemed to many too great a risk to take if other
alternatives were available. This is one way to read Du Chatelet’s position:
atomism carries the risk of incoherence,”® and an alternative is to be
preferred (of which more below).

A second possibility for modifying matter might be the addition of
further essential properties. Indeed, many believed that the addition of
impenetrability was necessary. However, unless there is a finite-sized least
part of extension necessary for the instantiation of this property and
sufficient to prevent further division, the division-to-dust problem is not
solved by this move. So far as I know, no one at the time suggested that
impenetrability — or any other property — satisfied this condition.

A third possibility might be the addition of ‘forces’. At the time, there
was no settled concept of force, and ‘force’ was being invoked in philoso-
phy in a variety of ways to solve a variety of different problems. If the
proposal is to use forces to glue bodies together (thereby attempting to
solve the unity and cohesion issues worried about by Leibniz and Newton,
for example), this is of course hopeless: unless there are small, finite-sized,
parts of extension available to be glued together in the first place, then
adding glue into the picture won’t help. Another proposal might be to add
force to point particles to yield ‘effective’ extension, but this option did not
appear until later in the eighteenth century (with Boscovich and Kant), and
was not available at the time Du Chételet was writing.

Finally, we might include under this general umbrella any proposal to
add something non-material to our ontology in order to arrive at extended
bodies possessing the required unity and cohesion. The most important
example here is Leibniz, and Garber (2009) argues that the ‘division to
dust’ problem was one of two key motivations for Leibniz’s reintroduction

" For detailed discussion of the problems associated with the infinite divisibility in early modern
philosophy, see Holden (2004).

¥ See Du Chatelet (1740: 7.119-121), where Du Chatelet applies the principle of sufficient reason, as
a principle of our knowledge, to the possibility of atoms. See also Detlefsen (2013).
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of substantial forms into his account of bodies. He writes (Garber 2009:
62), ‘The worries about unity and individuality that ultimately lead Leibniz
to the revival of substantial forms in physics seem first to arise in some
reflections on views like those of Descartes, for whom matter is indefinitely
divisible’. As early as 1676, Leibniz stated: “There seem to be elements, i.e.
indestructible bodies, because there is a mind in them’.™* This move
invokes a resource that lies outside the investigative reach of Descartes’
project: the qualities, properties and nature of mind cannot be investigated
through the study of matter in motion. Thus, to make this move is to
conclude that the project cannot be modified in such a way as to make it
viable on its own terms. From the point of view of Descartes’ project, then,
it is problematic because it is to concede defeat.

2.4 The Significance of the Problem

As of the early eighteenth century, all of the available options for solving
the problem of bodies faced serious problems. Natural philosophers faced
the challenge of showing that extended material bodies are possible az all.
This is how things stood at the time Du Chatelet was writing, in the
1730s.

The significance of the problem is twofold. First, one might think —
and Du Chitelet did — that a complete physics would be one which
could say what its subject-matter is, so that if it is about bodies it would
be able to say what bodies are. At issue here is what counts as a complete
physics: Is a complete physics one which can provide an account of its
subject-matter, and if so, what are the requirements on such an
account?

Second, there is a much wider significance. At this point in the history of
philosophy, physics and philosophy had not yet gone their separate ways
(they were on the cusp of doing so). What we’re looking for, in trying to
solve the problem of bodies in early eighteenth-century philosophy, is an
account of bodies in general (not just the bodies of physics). Among the
bodies that there are in the world are human bodies. If we don’t have an
account of bodies, then we don’t have an account of our embodiment in
the world, or of our action in the world; and if we don’t have these, then we
can’t have either a moral philosophy or a political philosophy. Du Chételet
was acutely aware that the problem of bodies was a much bigger problem
than ‘merely’ being a problem for ‘physics’. Her work on bodies in physics

" Quoted in Garber (2009: 64).
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is intimately related to her discussions of human liberty, and her contribu-
tions to the debate over thinking matter (see Hagengruber 2012: 47—51) in
which she argues against Locke. With respect to the former issue, Du
Chatelet wrote to Maupertuis, in the midst of her work on the Foundations,
worrying about the relationship between conservation laws within physics
and freedom of human action. In discussing Leibniz’s forces vives, she wrote
(Letter to Maupertuis, 30 April 1739, translated in Zinsser 2009: 109):

But the only thing that puzzles me at present is liberty, for in the end
I believe myself free and I do not know if this quantity of force, which is
always the same in the universe, does not destroy liberty. Initiating motion,
is that not to produce in nature a force that did not exist? Now, if we have
not the power to begin motion, we are not free. I beg you enlighten me on
this point.

Du Chételet’s manuscript ‘On Liberty’ was originally intended as a chapter

in the Foundations,” and both this fact and the contents of the manuscript

further support the view that she saw the issues of bodies and of human

liberty as deeply inter-related.”®

With this context in mind, we now turn our attention to Du Chatelet’s
solution to the problem of bodies.

3 Du Chitelet’s Solution to the Problem of Bodies

Du Chatelet accepted the Leibnizian position that in order to have
extended bodies we must begin from non-extended simples,” on the
basis of her worries about material atomism mentioned above (see Du
Chatelet 1740: 7.119—22). She argued from non-extended simples to
extended bodies as follows (this is a reconstruction; for the argument in
her own words see Du Chatelet 1740: 7.133):

See Janik (1982) for the details of the manuscript ‘On Liberty’ and its relationship to the Foundations.
The manuscript begins with the assertion that the question of liberty is the most interesting that we
can examine, because all of morality depends upon it. Du Chatelet offers an account of liberty that
combines a Leibnizian approach to freedom of the will with the physical power of self-motion or
action: according to Du Chételet, both aspects are necessary for human liberty. The will may be the
occasion of our actions, but is not the cause: our actions are physical, their cause lies in our physical
being, and it is this power to act that makes us, as embodied agents, free.

For further discussion of this relationship see M. Jones, ‘Liberty, Sociability, and Vis Viva: Emilie
Du Chatelet on Social and Natural Order’, ms.

I take no position here on the metaphysical status of Du Chatelet’s simples, beyond the claims that
they are non-extended and causally (though not spatially) interconnected. As Stan
(‘The Metaphysics of Du Chatelet’s Institutions de physique’, ms.) argues, this places Du Chatelet
much closer to Wolff than to Leibniz.

N
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3.1 Argument from Non-Extended Simples to Extended Bodies

(P1): Bodies are composite beings, composed of a multiplicity of non-
extended simple beings.

(P2): All simple beings are interconnected (see chapter 7.130: ‘All is
linked in the world; each being has a relationship to all the beings
that coexist with it’).”®
From (P1) and (P2), (C1): Bodies are composed of a multiplicity of
interconnected simple beings.

(P3):  We necessarily represent a multiplicity as spatially extended (see
chapter ).

Conclusion (from (Cr) and (P3)): We necessarily represent (i.e.
represent to ourselves) composite beings (i.e. bodies) as spatially
extended.

The upshot of this argument is that the possibility of bodies as extended is
established. This is merely the first step in solving the problem of bodies,
but it is a vitally important one.

For Du Chételet, bodies are not merely extended, but also non-
overlapping and capable of action and reaction by contact.”” In order to
arrive at an account of such bodies, much more is needed than the above
argument, and Du Chételet appeals to notions of force in order to com-
plete her account of bodies,* as well as to mutual motion and rest (see

® Translation from Zinsser (2009).

' Arriving at bodies that are capable of action and reaction is crucial for Du Chatelet, not just for her
physics, but for her wider concerns with the possibility of human action in the world, and of human
liberty. Also crucial for this is an account in which genuine change is possible.

In addition to showing how extended material bodies are possible, Du Chéatelet was also concerned
with the problem of action: if the properties of matter such as extension are merely passive, then how
can bodies act on one another? For Du Chatelet, as for other philosophers of the time, ‘force’ was
invoked as a means of solving both the problem of bodies and of their action (see Du Chételet 1740:
chapter 7). However, there was no single, stable, notion of force available at the time, and an
appropriate concept of force had to be worked out. Indeed, it was far from clear that a concept of
force adequate for solving the problem of bodies and their action would be consistent with that
demanded by Newton in his Principia. Different philosophers differed over which of these problems
they attempted to address, and the extent to which they saw these problems as inter-related. Du
Chételet sought to address all three in a single, unified account of bodies, and at least part of her
motivation was to ensure the possibility of human bodily action, as a necessary condition for the
possibility of free human action. Her treatment of force in relation to the problem of bodies requires
a detailed investigation of her over-arching and complex theory of force as a pre-requisite. Such an
investigation is beyond the scope of this chapter, but would draw on her work on vis viva, for which
see Hankins (1965), Iltis (1970), Papineau (1977), along with Reichenberger 2012 and references
therein. See also A. Reichenberger, ‘Emilie Du Chatelet’s Interpretation of the Laws of Motion in
the Light of Eighteenth-Century Mechanics’, ms.
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Section 2.1, above).”” However, for our purposes, I wish to focus our
attention on the above aspect of her account of bodies, for it is by means
of this argument that Du Chételet solves the ‘division-to-dust’ problem,
thereby showing that extended bodies are indeed possible.

The reason why the resulting bodies do not face the ‘division-to-dust’
problem is due to a distinction that Du Chéatelet makes between geometrical
bodies and physical bodies. This distinction is not explicit in the argument as
stated, but is of vital importance. For Du Chételet, geometrical bodies have
only potential parts and are divisible to infinity, whereas physical bodies have
determinate, finite, actual parts and are not divisible to infinity. This latter is
because — as the above argument makes clear — each extended body arises
from a determinate number of simple beings standing in determinate rela-
tions to one another. Thus, the smallest physical body arises from
a determinate number of simples standing in determinate relations to one
another, and it cannot be further divided, gua physical body.**

Before moving on, some brief comments on (P1) and (P2) are in order.
Premise 2 (P2) is part of an extended argument leading to a strong version
of determinism. The argument for (P2) begins from Leibniz’s Principle of
Sufficient Reason, from which Du Chételet argues for the law of con-
tinuity (Du Chatelet 1740: 1.13).” Du Chatelet then offers a causal
interpretation of the law of continuity, and from this argues (1740: 7.
129-130) for (P2). From here, Du Chatelet arrives at a strong version of
Laplacian determinism (1740: 7.131), several decades before Laplace, and
there is a clear historical line that can be traced through Du Chételet and
on to Laplace.™

The argument for Premise 3 (P3) is found in chapter 5, on space, in
which Du Chételet argues against absolute space.” (P3) is an interesting
and highly unusual claim about the extension of bodies, which deserves

What role mutual motion and rest play in Du Chatelet’s account of bodies remains to be given
detailed consideration. My thanks to Jeremy Steeger for pointing out that it does play some role, and
for drawing attention to some of the resulting problems for her account.

This solution, relying on a distinction between geometrical and physical extension, is of wider
interest in the context of the lively discussions of the time, concerning the relationship between the
mathematical and the physical. This issue of the applicability of mathematics to the natural world
remains a topic of discussion today.

Du Chatelet attributes both PSR and the law of continuity to Leibniz. Unlike Leibniz, Du Chatelet
argues for the law of continuity as a consequence of PSR.

For the principles of sufficient reason and continuity in relation to Laplacian determinism see van
Strien (2014). For Du Chatelet on continuity see John Hanson, ‘Du Chitelet on Space and
Continuity’, ms., and van Strien ‘Continuity in Nature and in Mathematics: Du Chatelet and
Boscovich’, ms.

See Du Chételet (1740, 5.77). Translation available at www.kbrading.org.
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attention in its own right. Du Chételet distinguishes between bodies,
which belong to the phenomenal, spatiotemporal world of our experience,
and the non-spatiotemporal (or at least non-spatial), but causally related,
simples which underlie the world of our experience. Whether this results in
a version of idealism about bodies requires further discussion.>®

I shall not pursue further investigation of the argument here. Rather, my
point is that this is the argument by which Du Chételet establishes the
possibility of extended bodies. It is immediately and obviously striking how
far we have strayed from ‘physics’ into ‘metaphysics,’ as we understand these
enterprises today. But, as I emphasized in Section 2, above, it’s not as though
there were other unproblematic options out there. We could choose to become
quietist, and say “Who knows whether physical science has a coherent subject-
matter? Let’s just get on and see what we can do.” But if we’re not prepared to
do that, then we have to make one of the above options work, and for Du
Chételet the one that I have just outlined was the best available option.

Du Chatelet’s solution is a version of the Leibnizian solution, but one
which does not concede defeat (see Section 2.3, above) insofar as the forces by
which bodies are held together and constitute genuine unities are themselves
subject to investigation through the study of matter in motion. The extent to
which Du Chatelet is able to retain this element of Newton’s conception of
force (its empirical accessibility via matter in motion), whilst solving the
problem of bodies along Leibnizian lines, and simultaneously arriving at an
account of bodies in which bodies are causal agents, remains a matter for
further investigation.”” Her project is nothing if not bold.

4 A Difficulty for Du Chatelet’s Solution Arising from
Gravitational Theory

In the preceding section I outlined Du Chételet’s solution to the problem of
bodies, focusing on the argument by which she establishes the possibility of
extended bodies. As noted, for Du Chatelet bodies are not merely extended,
but also non-overlapping and capable of action and reaction. Her account
favours action and reaction by contact among bodies, and this in turn
favours a vortex theory of gravitation. In this section, I present the con-
siderations of gravitation which, by Du Chatelet’s own admission, put her

*¢ See Stan, ‘The Metaphysics of Du Chitelet’s Institutions de physique , ms., for a discussion of realism
and idealism with respect to both the simples and the bodies of Du Chételet’s system.
*7 See note 19, above.
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solution to the problem of bodies under severe pressure, and I argue that her
response is an example of her sophisticated scientific methodology.

Some context is helpful in order to understand the significance of what
Du Chatelet is doing. At the time she was writing, vortex theories of
gravitation were a live competitor to Newtonian gravitation. Newton had
argued in the Principia for his universal theory of gravitation, in which
gravity acts particle-to-particle, concluding (see Newton 1999: Book 3,
Proposition 7, Corollary 1) as follows: “Therefore the gravity toward the
whole planet arises from and is compounded of the gravity toward the
individual parts.” Huygens (and other proponents of vortex theory) rejected
this last step in the argument, maintaining that the phenomena of gravita-
tion arise by local action of particles in contact with other particles.

As already noted, Du Chatelet’s account of bodies favors action by
contact and therefore vortex theory. However, for Du Chatelet this is
not sufficient to decide the issue between Newtonian and vortex theories
of gravitation. Having introduced the two approaches, Du Chatelet turns
to the empirical evidence, and considers two arguments.

The first argument concerns the planetary trajectories. In Book 2 of the
Principia, Newton had argued that if the matter making up the vortex is
of the same kind as the matter making up the planets, and is therefore
subject to Newton’s laws of motion, then ‘the hypothesis of vortices can
in no way be reconciled with astronomical phenomena’.”® Huygens
responded by rejecting the idealizations and assumptions about fluids
that Newton used in making the argument go through. He offered
instead a vortex theory recovering the trajectories of the planets.”
Supposing this successful, the upshot is that empirical evidence does
not distinguish between Newtonian universal gravitation and vortex
theory for planetary trajectories.”

Du Chitelet then moves on to a second argument, concerning the shape
of the Earth. She notes that the two approaches, Newtonian universal
gravitation and Huygens’ vortex theory, give rise to different predictions in
this case. She writes (1740: 15.379):>

M. Huygens believed gravity to be the same everywhere [because it pertains
to the body considered as a whole], and Newton assumed it to be different in

* Newton (1999) Book 2, Section 9, Scholium to Proposition 53.  ** Huygens (1944).

% As pointed out by Eric Schliesser in discussion, Du Chatelet’s treatment of the empirical equivalence
of the theories with respect to trajectories does not take into account comets, which will prove to be
problematic for vortex theories.

" Translation of Du Chatelet (1740), chapter 15, by members of the Du Chételet research group at the
University of Notre Dame.
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different places on earth and dependent on the mutual attraction of the
parts of matter: the only difference between them is the shape they attribute
to the earth — since from M. Newton’s theory arises a greater flattening than
from that of M. Huygens.

So she is very clear about the difference between the two approaches being
due to the disagreement over universal gravitation (i.e. whether it is particle
to particle or not), and on where the observational consequences differ. She
is also up-to-date with the efforts to measure the shape of the Earth, and
reports that she is awaiting further results that will help determine the
question between Huygens and Newton. She reports the initial results
from the measurements taken on the expedition to Lapland led by
Maupertuis, as follows (1740: 15.384):

The one that comes from the measurements at the Pole is approximately as
the one that M. Newton had determined with his theory. Thus, it is true to
say that M. Newton made great discoveries owing to the measurements and
observations of the French and that he will most likely receive confirmation.
In short, by the 1730s, the empirical evidence on the shape of the Earth
favored Newtonian universal gravitation.

This situation puts enormous pressure on the concept of body as extended
and impenetrable. The empirical evidence favours an account of gravita-
tion in which the effects of gravity arise not from each body considered as
a bulk whole but from every particle of every body interacting with every
other particle: the interior particles of a body seemingly interact with one
another and with the interior particles of distant bodies, dependent on the
distances of the particles from one another and not at all on whether they
are located within the body or on its surface. How could a fluids account
reproduce this? Certainly, it would require the fluid to flow through pores
in the body, without penetration of the particles making up the body,
reaching every tiny particle and affecting its behaviour in such a way as to
recover the predictions of universal particle-to-particle interaction.
The threat is that no pores could ever be sufficiently fine-grained, and no
fluid flow could be achieved through such pores, such as to mimic the
effects of universal gravitation. Here is d’Alembert, some decades later in
the Encyclopedia, expressing the problem:**

3* The Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, edited by Diderot and
d’Alembert, was published between 1751 and 1772. It can be found online at the ARTFL
Encyclopédie Project, https://encyclopedie.uchicago.edu/. The above passage is translated from
the entry Gravité, which reads as follows: ‘Or s’il y a quelque matiere qui pousse continuellement les
corps, il faut que cette matiere soit fluide & assez subtile pour pénétrer la substance de tous les corps:
mais comment un corps qui est assez subtil pour pénétrer la substance des corps les plus durs, & assez
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Now, if there is matter that continually pushes the bodies, it must be that
this matter is fluid and subtle enough to penetrate the substance of all the
bodies, but how can a body that is subtle enough to penetrate the substance
of the hardest bodies and rarified enough to not be perceptibly opposed to
the movement of bodies, push considerable bodies toward each other with
so much force? How does this force increase following the proportion of the
mass of the body that the other body is pushed towards? Where does it come
from that all bodies, in supposing the same distance and the same body
towards which they tend, move with the same speed? Finally, as regards
a fluid that only acts on the surface, whether that be of the bodies themselves
or their interior particles, how can it communicate to the bodies a quantity
of movement that follows exactly the proportion of the quantity of matter
enclosed in the bodies?

What Du Chatelet made clear in her Foundations is that the empirical crux
of this issue arises from considerations of the shape of the Earth.

If we return now to Du Chitelet’s text, we see that she ends her
discussion of Newtonian gravitation as follows (1740: 16.399):”

(It remains] to be examined if some subtle matter is not the cause of this
phenomenon . . . perhaps a time will come when we will explain in detail the
directions, movements, and combinations of fluids that operate the phe-
nomena that the Newtonians explain by attraction, and that is an investiga-
tion with which the physicians must occupy themselves.

Why does she say this? Why doesn’t she simply accept the empirical
evidence against vortex theory and adopt Newtonian universal gravitation?

One reason is surely the apparent conflict with her solution to the
problem of bodies. Her account demands bodies that are extended and
impenetrable, yet universal gravitation works with point particles interact-
ing via a force that is particle-to-particle, independent of that particle’s
location within or on the surface of a body. Perhaps one should say ‘so
much the worse for the account of bodies’, but with our understanding of
the deep and far-reaching significance of the problem of bodies, and our
appreciation that no other promising solution was available, it is far from

raréfié pour ne pas s'opposer sensiblement au mouvement des corps, peut — il pousser des corps
considérables les uns vers les autres avec tant de force? Comment cette force augmente-t-elle suivant
la proportion de la masse du corps vers lequel I'autre corps est poussé? D’ot vient que tous les corps,
en supposant la méme distance & le méme corps vers lequel ils tendent, se meuvent avec la méme
vitesse? Enfin un fluide qui n’agit que sur la surface, soit des corps mémes, soit de leurs particules
intérieures, peut-il communiquer aux corps une quantité de mouvement, qui suive exactement la
proportion de la quantité de matiere renfermée dans les corps?’

Translation of Du Chatelet (1740), chapter 16, by members of the Du Chételet research group at the
University of Notre Dame.
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obvious that this would be the appropriate response. I believe that Du
Chatelet had good grounds for being cautious.

We can situate Du Chatelet’s caution in the systematic context of her
methodology of science, which offers a second reason for the position she
took concerning the gravitational evidence. At the time Du Chatelet was
writing, there were widespread and deep divisions over methodology. Du
Chatelet was familiar with the Cartesian method of hypothesis; she had
read the Leibniz-Clarke correspondence’® and so would have seen the deep
differences over methodology exhibited in the disagreements between
Leibniz and Clarke, and would have been aware of Leibniz’s use of his
principle of sufficient reason as an inviolable constraint on all physical
theorising. Also on the table were Newton’s sparse remarks about metho-
dology in the Principia, including his Rules of Reasoning and ‘hypotheses
non fingo’, along with his approach to method in the Opticks, which might
seem somewhat different from that in the Principia, at least superficially.
References in the extant manuscript of the Foundations indicate that the
first chapter of the 1738 version of the text (which does not survive, and
which was heavily revised prior to the published version) discussed
Newton’s Rules of Reasoning.”” Looming large in the background are
also Francis Bacon and Robert Boyle in England, and Christiaan
Huygens in France (Huygens had offered a hypothetico-deductive
approach). At stake were such fundamental questions as “What principles
should be used to constrain theorising?’; “What interplay should there be
between these principles and empirical evidence?’; “What should the role(s)
of hypotheses be?’; “What criteria should be used for assessing hypotheses?’

Du Chatelet proposed a methodology which involved an interplay
between ‘principles of knowledge’, especially the principle of sufficient

** A series of letters exchanged between Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Samuel Clarke during the
years 1715—16.

» See Janik (1982: 99). In the manuscript, crossed out, we find the following remark (my thanks to
Lauren Montes for this): ‘According to the third law, given by Mr. Newton for guiding his research
into nature (section 10), a law that is accepted by all philosophers. According to this third law, I say,
the qualities that we find belonging at all times to all bodies that we know, can be added as universal
and inherent to all the bodies since we can not know their properties but through the experiment,
and it is only by this law that we are sure that extension and impenetrability universally belong to
them.” While Du Chatelet uses the French word ‘loy’ as opposed to ‘régle’, she is referring to
Newton’s third rule of reasoning (that is, his Regulae Philosophandi, translated by Cohen and
Whitman, 1999, as ‘Rules for the study of natural philosophy’). In addition to telling us that Du
Chételet initially drew on Newton’s rules of reasoning in her methodological considerations, this
also tells us that she was working with at least the second edition of Newton’s Principia, since Rule 3,
being discussed here, was new in the second edition.
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reason (PSR), and detailed empirical considerations, of which I can give
only a brief indication here. She wrote (1740: 1.4 and 1.8):*

[T]he source of the majority of false reasoning is forgetting sufficient reason,
and you will soon see that this principle is the only thread that could guide us
in these labyrinths of error the human mind has built for itself in order to have
the pleasure of going astray. So we should accept nothing that violates this
fundamental axiom; it keeps a tight rein on the imagination, which often falls
into error as soon as it is not restrained by the rules of strict reasoning.

With this in place from chapter 1, in chapter 4 of the Foundations she turns
her attention to hypotheses,”” offering criteria for their utilization and
assessment. She emphasizes that a hypothesis must conform to the princi-
ples of knowledge, on the one hand, and on the other that the detailed
empirical consequences of a hypothesis must be worked out and tested. She
writes (1740: 4.61):%

Without doubt there are rules to follow and pitfalls to be avoided in
hypotheses. The first is, that it not be in contradiction with the principle
of sufficient reason, nor with any principles that are the foundations of our
knowledge. The second rule is to have certain knowledge of the facts that are
within our reach, and to know all the circumstances attendant upon the
phenomena we want to explain. This care must precede any hypothesis
invented to explain it; for he who would hazard a hypothesis without this
precaution would run the risk of seeing his explanation overthrown by new
facts that he had neglected to find out about.

Moreover, we must draw out all the observational consequences of any
hypothesis and check them by observation (1740: 4.58). This is the meth-
odology at work in her considerations of gravitation: the hypotheses of
Newton and Huygens were assessed with respect to whether they are
consistent with an account of bodies that satisfies the principles of our
knowledge, on the one hand, and with respect to detailed empirical
consequences, on the other. Moreover, while I did not discuss this above,

3¢ Translation from Zinsser (2009).

%7 The chapter was reproduced in almost its entirety in the Encyclopédie of Diderot and d’Alembert.
For discussion of Du Chatelet in relation to the Encyclopédie see Carboncini (1987), Maglo (2008),
and Seul, A., ‘Recognizing Du Chételet: Les Institutions de physique in Diderot’s Encyclopédie’, ms.
For discussion of Du Chatelet on hypotheses see Hagengruber (2012: 16-25), and the current
research of Anne-Lise Rey. As Bryce Gessell discussed in his comments on my chapter at the New
Narratives conference, Duke (2016), the Cartesian context is extremely important for understanding
Du Chitelet’s discussion of hypotheses. For a discussion of Du Chitelet and Descartes on
hypotheses, see Detlefsen, ‘Du Chitelet and Descartes on the Roles of Hypothesis and
Metaphysics in Natural Philosophy’, forthcoming.

3% Translation from Zinsser (2009).
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Du Chatelet also argued that Newtonian action-at-a-distance fails to satisfy
the principle of sufficient reason, and is therefore problematic.’® As we saw,
in concluding her discussion of gravitation (1740: 16.399), she urges the
‘Physiciens’ to seek a fluids account of Newtonian attraction. However,
importantly, her methodology does not allow us to entertain, let alone
accept, the suggestion that there is such a fluid as a scientific hypothesis in the
absence of detailed empirical implications of that hypothesis. The proposal
of such an ‘ether’, unaccompanied by detailed empirical implications,
would be a mere ‘fiction unworthy of a philosopher’.*°

Where does this leave us as regards the problem of bodies in relation to
gravitation? Du Chatelet leaves unresolved the tension between (i) the
solution to the problem of bodies and the preferred account of gravitation,
both of which are based on principles of knowledge, and (ii) the account of
gravitation that is to be preferred on the basis of the detailed empirical
evidence that her methodology requires us to take seriously. She claims
(chapter 4, see above) that no account is to be accepted that is in conflict
with the principles of knowledge, and this leads her to suggest that the
‘Physiciens’ should seek a fluids account of gravitation. Such a suggestion
cannot, for her, have the status of a scientific hypothesis, however: scientific
hypotheses must have testable empirical consequences. Rather, her
achievement is to make precise where the conflict lies, and vivid what the
challenge of addressing this conflict demands.

The search for a unified theory of matter, from which to construct an
account of physical and mechanical bodies, of living bodies, and of free,
moral, embodied agents, was abandoned by some and pursued by others
throughout the eighteenth century, through Kant and beyond. Du
Chatelet’s Foundations of Physics occupies an important place in this
story. ¥

s Conclusions

I have argued that Du Chatelet’'s Foundations of Physics occupies an
important place in the unfolding drama of the problem of bodies in the

39 See Jamee Elder, ‘Emilie Du Chatelet on Newtonian Attraction’, ms.

4 More needs to be done to examine in detail the relationship between Du Chatelet’s statements on
hypotheses and the chapters in which she engages with contemporary physics. In addition to her
discussion of gravitation, Du Chatelet’s engagement with the vis viva controversy also exhibits
features of her methodology; both deserve closer scrutiny in relation to her explicit methodological
commitments.

* This story is, as yet, untold, and is the subject of a joint monograph project with Marius Stan. We are
grateful to the American Council of Learned Societies for supporting this project.
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eighteenth century. If that is so, then why is her text so invisible to us
today? Surely, there are sociological and political reasons for this, but I am
not going to discuss those here. Instead, I want to highlight one of the
philosophical reasons for the invisibility: treating Newtonian physics as
a Kuhnian paradigm makes Du Chatelet’s Foundations of Physics invisible.

If we think of the early eighteenth-century French Newtonians as
already working within a Newtonian paradigm, then we will think that
certain questions have already been answered, and we will view their work
from the perspective of normal science (articulating the theory, solving
problems within the theory, ‘matching of facts with theory’ to quote
Kuhn). What that does is to make invisible some of the key problems
left unsolved in the wake of the Principia, including the problem of bodies
as well as the disputes over methodology. To see this more clearly, consider
the following quote from Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions

(1962: 4-5):

Effective research scarcely begins before a scientific community thinks it has
acquired firm answers to questions like the following: What are the funda-
mental entities of which the universe is composed? How do these interact
with each other and with the senses? What questions may legitimately be
asked about such entities and what techniques employed in seeking
solutions?

None of these questions had answers at the time that Du Chatelet was
writing, fifty years after the Principia. The early eighteenth century was
dealing with deep and important problems about what a body is, how there
can be action in the world, and about how best we can mobilize empirical
means to address our philosophical questions, be they physical or
metaphysical.

The point I want to stress is this: we know that there are advantages and
disadvantages of thinking in terms of paradigms, and that one of the
disadvantages is all the things that become invisible. We need to be very
aware that if we apply the notion of a ‘Newtonian paradigm’ to the early
eighteenth century, then we are using it as a weapon of power that makes
certain kinds of work very visible, and other kinds of work irrelevant and
invisible.** Specifically, if we treat Newtonian physics as a Kuhnian para-
digm established soon after the publication of Newton’s Principia, this
makes Du Chatelet’s work on the problem of bodies, and on scientific
methodology, invisible.

** See, for example, Stan (2016).
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I concluded the above discussion by noting Du Chatelet’s failure to
solve the problem of bodies, arguing that this failure arises due to the
demands of her methodology, and that the failure is located in a tension
between the requirements of her principles of knowledge and the require-
ments of attention to empirical details. This failure is not surprising.
The difficulties in solving the problem of bodies, indeed the failure to
find a general solution, is one of the key issues that drives the split between
philosophy and physics that emerges in the eighteenth century. Yet this
philosophical struggle itself becomes invisible when eighteenth-century
mechanics is viewed through the lens of a Kuhnian paradigm.

I believe that Du Chatelet’s Foundations of Physics is an interesting and
important text in the history of philosophy of science. I have provided
evidence for this by looking at some aspects of her treatment of the
problem of bodies. I began the chapter by arguing that the problem of
bodies was a significant problem at the time Du Chatelet was writing.
I then outlined one important that element of her solution to the problem
of bodies, and discussed a problem that her solution faces. I showed that
the manner in which she addressed this problem is an illustration of the
method that she explicitly develops and advocates. Finally, I suggested that
treating Newtonian physics as a Kuhnian paradigm established soon after
the publication of Newton’s Principia obscures the status of the problem of
bodies in the eighteenth century, and that this is one philosophical reason
why her work is largely invisible to us today. Recovering this broader story
will require the recovery of Du Chételet’s Foundations as an important text
in the history of philosophy. I am delighted to be contributing to the recent
upswing of interest in Du Chételet among philosophers. Long may it
continue.
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CHAPTER 9

Elisabeth of Bohemia as a Naturalistic Dualist

Frederique Janssen-Lauret

Introduction

Elisabeth of Bohemia was the first of Descartes’ interlocutors to give
a detailed statement of, and propose a solution to, the problem of mind-
body interaction, and the only one to receive a detailed reply, unsatis-
factory though she clearly found it. Elisabeth queried how an immater-
ial soul could, compatibly with the mechanistic physics she and
Descartes endorsed, move or be moved by an extended body. She also
tentatively suggested that the soul might be extended. Elisabeth’s
remarks on the topic are tantalisingly brief, and her letters are her
only known philosophical works. Since we do not know how she
would have expanded these suggestions into a philosophical treatise, it
has been difficult to determine how we should extrapolate from her very
compressed statements to a fully fledged philosophical theory. Descartes
appears to have taken Elisabeth’s position as a confused version of his
own, advising her to ‘freely attribute this matter and this extension to
the soul; for that is nothing but to conceive it united to the body’
(28 June 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 71). Recent commentators have
hailed Elisabeth instead as having a consistent and original metaphysic,
not a handmaiden to, but a rival of, Cartesian dualism. Some interpret
her as a materialist — principally Lisa Shapiro (2007b: 41-3), who
attributes to her a novel, non-reductive physicalism, but also Deborah
Tollefsen (1999), who believes Elisabeth’s solution to the mind-body
problem is that of Hobbes and Gassendi. Others, especially Andrea Nye
(1999: vii), regard her as proposing her own distinctive anti-dualist
ontology. In this chapter I present a new reading of Elisabeth as having
a distinctive but dualist position, deriving from an effort to improve
upon Descartes’ metaphysics, and apparently informed both by
a rejection of Scholasticism and by a kind of proto-naturalism, seeking
a philosophy informed by the deliverances of the sciences.

171
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A keen scholar of the new seventeenth-century mechanistic physics and
an enthusiast of the gender-neutral and science-friendly aspects of
Cartesian methodology, Elisabeth, I claim, took this method further
than Descartes himself. In doing so she exposed some vestiges of the old
ways which lingered in his system, and attempted alternative explanations
which would dispense with them. What she objected to, I argue, was not
dualism per se, but the residual Scholasticism of Descartes’ account of
mind-body causality and his dogmatism about principal attributes. She
dismissed Descartes’ Aristotelian story about our awareness of mind-body
union, and his claim that mind-body causation can only be understood
phenomenologically. Instead, Elisabeth pressed him further for
a mechanistic explanation. She also challenged Descartes’ categorisation
of the ‘action’ of thought as mind’s principal attribute, and his identifica-
tion of it with the merely negative property of immateriality. Elisabeth held
that the nature of the mind stood in need of further philosophical and
empirical scrutiny. I problematise the materialist interpretation of
Elisabeth with reference to later letters in which she rejected the
Objections of Hobbes and Gassendi, and continued to urge further clar-
ifications to Cartesian dualism on the mechanistic model. I explore
Elisabeth’s contrasting of statements of mechanistic physics with state-
ments about thought, and her call for additional research into the proper-
ties of the mind, including by empirical means. On this basis I argue that
she endorses a form of dualism, and suggest that she might be read as
a naturalistic dualist, that is, a dualist who is open to philosophical con-
clusions being challenged and shaped by empirical results, and aims for
philosophical and scientific investigation of the psychological and the
physical to be brought into harmony.

Elisabeth of Bohemia: Life and Works

Elisabeth was born at Heidelberg Castle on 26 December 1618. Her parents
were Elizabeth Stuart, the daughter of James I of England, VI of Scotland,
and Frederick V Elector Palatine.” When Elisabeth was a toddler, Frederick
briefly became King of Bohemia as part of a revolt against the Holy Roman
Empire. He lasted less than a year. The family fled to the Netherlands,
where Elisabeth and her ten siblings were very well educated. Jacqueline
Broad suggests that Elisabeth was taught by professors of the University of
Leiden (Broad 2002: 16), and Shapiro conjectures that she was also tutored

" For a fascinatingly detailed biography of Elisabeth, see Shapiro (2007b: 7-16).
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by Constantijn Huygens (Shapiro 2007b: 5). One of Elisabeth’s sisters,
Louise, was a well-known painter in her youth and in later life an abbess,
who introduced Elisabeth and Malebranche. Another sister, Sophie,
became electress of Hanover and patroness of Leibniz, whom she also
introduced to Elisabeth. One brother, Rupert, was a notable chemist
and — like several of the others — a military officer, while the eldest,
Charles Louis, eventually gained back some of the Palatine land and
revivified the University of Heidelberg,.

Elisabeth was a tireless diplomat on behalf of her family. Involved in
writing state letters for her mother from her late teens, she soon graduated to
negotiating the release of Rupert, who had been made a prisoner of war while
fighting on behalf of their uncle, Charles I. Such political activity was
unusual for even the most educated of seventeenth-century women. Those
who were not royalty were commonly advised to study politics only theore-
tically (van Schurman 1659, Shapiro 2007b: 4). Also unusual was Elisabeth’s
proficiency in the study of the new mechanistic physics and the latest
developments in mathematics. She astounded Descartes with her proof,
much more elegant than his own, in the emerging discipline of algebraic
geometry (Descartes to Elisabeth, 17 November 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a:
73—7). Her opinion was sought after by other professional mathematicians,
too. John Pell advised a fellow scholar to study her proof (Shapiro 2007b: 13;
Pell’s letter is in the British Library, additional mss. 4365.£.198), and the
University of Leiden took her advice on the appointment of the Cartesian
mathematician van Schooten (Elisabeth to Descartes, 27 December 1645,
repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 88—91). Elisabeth was proficient in Latin and classical
Greek and fluent in French, German and English. At one point in their
correspondence we find her reassuring Descartes that Digby’s English-
language criticisms of the Dioptrics were based on a complete misinterpreta-
tion (Elisabeth to Descartes, 24 May 164s, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 172—4).
She first wrote to Descartes in 1643, after reading the Meditations. They
exchanged letters regularly until Descartes” death in 1650. Although I will
focus on their discussion of dualism and mechanistic explanations, the
correspondence covers an exceptionally wide range of philosophical topics,
from physics and mathematics to Stoicism and moral philosophy. Descartes’
exchanges with Elisabeth were clearly a significant influence on him. He
dedicated his Principles of Philosophy to her in 1644, and developed themes
from the correspondence into his Passions of the Soul. Elisabeth, for her part,
provides in these letters the clearest and most extensive expression of her
philosophical views which has been handed down to us. If she wrote any
longer philosophical works, they have not survived, at least not under her
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own name. She expressed reluctance about sharing with the world even those
views expressed in her letters, refusing publication of her side of the corre-
spondence when Descartes had died and a volume of his letters was being
planned.”

Elisabeth remained politically active throughout her thirties, negotiating
a younger sister’s marriage and planning a diplomatic mission to see the
Queen Mother of Sweden about the Treaty of Westphalia, a treaty which
resulted in her family’s securing a modest portion of the original Palatine
lands (Elisabeth to Descartes July 1648 and 23 August 1648, repr. in Shapiro
2007a: 172—4). In her forties, Elisabeth chose a monastic life at the protes-
tant convent in Herford, first as coadjutrix, and soon afterwards as abbess.
In that capacity she offered sanctuary to Quakers, Labadists and other
persecuted sects. She corresponded with Malebranche and Leibniz on
philosophical themes, though never as extensively as she had with
Descartes. Leibniz visited her on her sickbed in 1680. Elisabeth died soon
afterwards, on 8 February.

The Arguments of Descartes’ Meditations and Elisabeth’s Anti-
Scholastic Perspective upon Them

Elisabeth’s first few letters to Descartes concern the substance dualism he
expresses in his Meditations. Descartes’ quest for certainty in this work had
led him to some radical breaks with the Scholastic orthodoxy. The fact that
mind-body dualism, the idea that the soul (or mind — like Descartes and
Elisabeth, I will use the words interchangeably) is really distinct from the
body, was one of them, is insufficiently appreciated. It is often supposed, in
some vague way, that Christianity presupposes soul-body dualism® and
that the prevalence of Christianity in seventeenth-century Europe implies
that dualism, too, must have been the prevailing view. In fact, the com-
monly held and orthodox Scholastic view was Aristotelian hylomorphism,
according to which the soul is the substantial form of the body. A human
being was thought to be some matter informed by a rational soul, not
wholly a person after death until he or she is made whole again by the
resurrection of the body (Pasnau 2011: 60). Part of my case in this chapter
will be that Elisabeth’s views on the mind-body problem are inspired by

* As a result, Elisabeth’s letters were lost until the nineteenth century (Shapiro 2007b: 5). No full
English-language edition was available until Shapiro’s excellent translation appeared in 2007.

3 This vague supposition is so pervasive that several Christian philosophers now feel they have to
defend at length the thesis that Christians need not be dualists. See Rudder Baker (1995) and van
Inwagen (1978).
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anti-Scholasticism. She claimed as one advantage of her view that ‘it makes
one abandon the contradiction of the Scholastics, that it [the soul] is both
as a whole in the whole body and as a whole in each of its parts’ (Elisabeth
to Descartes 1 July 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 72).

Descartes, who claims in the Meditations (rather dubiously) to demon-
strate the immortality of the soul, is partly to blame for the misinterpreta-
tion that his dualism is just expounding mainstream Christianity. But the
arguments he offers for the real distinction between mind and body, the
argument from divisibility and the epistemological argument, are purely
philosophical arguments, and they are so by design. Descartes deliberately
proposed a philosophical method accessible to any rational creature, no
matter her philosophical or religious education — a method Elisabeth
enthusiastically embraced (16 August 1645, repr. in Shapiro 2007a:
99-101). I read Elisabeth’s approach to mind and body, causality and
the question of principal attributes as the result of what she views as
a more consistent application of this Cartesian method, which includes
the aim of making philosophical conclusions consistent with empirical
investigation of the world. Like Broad (2002: 15), I think of Elisabeth as
a Cartesian sympathiser in her philosophical approach and metaphysical
outlook, but for different reasons from the ones Broad cites. Broad and
other feminist scholars emphasise how Elisabeth’s experiences as a woman
shaped her views. I read Elisabeth, who was equally proficient in mathe-
matics, physics and philosophy, as particularly drawn not just to
Descartes’ first philosophy but also to his attempts to connect philosophy
to the new mechanistic science and its causal explanations. I see her as
motivated by an opposition to Scholasticism, and by a kind of proto-
naturalism, allowing empirical results to inform and call into question our
philosophical preconceptions.

Descartes, now commonly regarded as a rationalist deeply invested in
innate ideas and & priori knowledge, was also an active researcher working in
several branches of science, and one who made efforts — some more
successful than others — to make his philosophical views consistent with
the latest discoveries. As we will see, he expended such efforts on his dualism
as well as his views on matter and causality. Her letters suggest that Elisabeth
considered Cartesianism a breath of fresh air compared to the old Scholastic
ways. By ‘Scholastic’ I will mean only the late Scholasticism which domi-
nated seventeenth-century intellectual life. In taking her perspective upon
seventeenth-century Scholasticism on board without questioning it I of
course do not mean to disparage Scholasticism, a broad and varied move-
ment, in its entirety. Elisabeth’s gender features less prominently in my
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interpretation than in those of, for instance, Harth (1992: 74), who attri-
butes to Elisabeth a subjectivity-based feminist epistemology, Nye, who
asserts Elisabeth’s ‘nondualist metaphysics of thinking body and material
mind’ (1999: xii) comes ‘from the concerns of life, concerns of a young
woman presented with challenges that taxed both soul and body’ (1999: 12),
and Broad, who regards Elisabeth’s emphasis on the role of the body and the
emotions as flowing from a woman’s experience (2002: 15). Still, there is
a feminist element to my anti-Scholastic reading of her, too. Elisabeth’s
preference for a method available to any rational thinker over one associated
with the deeply conservative and sexist institutions of her time is likely
connected to its capacity to take her seriously as a female reasoner.
Aristotle’s association of the masculine with reason, form and action, and
of the feminine with matter and passivity, was frequentdy used as
a justification for sexism by established scholars in the early modern period
(King and Rabil 2007: x-xi). By contrast, dualism has great potential as
a metaphysical basis for gender equality (also see Ready 2002). The narrator
of the Meditations might have any gender or none at all. As Cartesian
meditators, we are all equally thinking things.

Although the real distinction between mind and body is not explicitly
defended until the Sixth Meditation, like Margaret Dauler Wilson (1978:
71) I see the arc of Descartes’ argument for our having an essentially
thinking nature as beginning with the intrinsically first-personal move
from ‘cogito’ to ‘sum res cogitans’ in the Second Meditation. With the
certainty of ‘I exist firmly in place, the meditator explores her own
attributes, aiming for knowledge of the same indubitable status not just
of the existence of the self, but of its nature. She rejects an account of
herself as the Aristotelian ‘rational animal’, of her characteristics as includ-
ing nutrition and locomotion. All of these admit of doubt. Only the fact
that she thinks, is conscious, is something she, first-personally, cannot
doubt. Only this is something of which she can be certain that it belongs to
her nature. One vexed question for Cartesian dualism is whether the
meditator can be sure that cogitatio — generally translated as ‘thought’,
but according to Anscombe and Geach (1954) more correctly rendered
‘consciousness’ or ‘experience’ — is her only nature. Elisabeth asked
a version of this question: could it be that the soul has multiple natures,
that it is both conscious and extended?*

* Tuse ‘extension’ here to mean spatial location, and not in the more rarified Scholastic sense of ‘*having
parts outside parts’, as opposed to being holenmeric, or ‘whole in the whole and whole in the parts’.
Although there is some scholarly debate about holenmerism in Descartes (Rozemond 2003),
Elisabeth regarded holenmerism as incoherent — ‘the contradiction of the Scholastics, that it is
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Raising the question of multiple natures is easily conflated with advo-
cating materialism.

[ argue that in Elisabeth’s case, it would be a mistake to infer materialism
from her suggestion that the soul might possess both extension and con-
sciousness. The inference from the soul’s having multiple natures to the
soul’s being material relies on two hidden premises. The first is commonly
taken for granted, but is nevertheless a substantial premise: that there are
substances and attributes, and that the soul or mind is a substance, to
which two natures are attributed. Materialism does not follow merely from
attributing two natures to the soul. A second premise is needed: that the
two natures are actually only one, that is, that the substance in question
really only has a material nature.

Textual evidence suggests that Elisabeth had qualms about the second
hidden premise. She certainly disavowed reductionism about mind and
body. I read her letters as revealing further reservations about the first
hidden premise, the Scholastically inspired substance-attribute model.
Although Elisabeth did not contest the existence of substances and attri-
butes, she made interesting attempts to undermine Descartes’ ontology of
substance, attribute and mode. His ontology was modelled on Aristotle’s as
interpreted by the late Scholastics: substances, capable of independent
existence, are each characterised by exactly one principal attribute, which
manifests itself by its distinctive modes.’ Attributes and modes depend on
the substance for their existence. Assuming this Scholastic ontology, no
finite substance has multiple principal attributes, so the attribution of two
natures to the soul will look like an unclear expression of dualistic mind-
body union (as Descartes interprets Elisabeth) or like a kind of material-
ism, with extension taken to be the real principal attribute, and conscious-
ness to be an accidental or emergent attribute (as Shapiro reads her).
Elisabeth’s point, in my view, was a more radical one, which challenged
the underlying Scholastic ontology. As we will see, she expressed scepticism
about the way Descartes defines the principal attribute and modes of the
mind, especially about its being characterised in merely negative terms, as
‘immateriality’ or ‘nonextendedness’. She appears to have allowed for the

both as a whole in the whole body and as a whole in each of its parts’ (1 July 1643, repr. in Shapiro
2007a: 72) — so it can be safely assumed that she would not have endorsed Descartes’ view if she had
thought that it entailed a commitment to holenmerism.

For Descartes and the Scholastics, though not for Aristotle, strictly speaking only God is capable of
independent existence. Created substances depend for their existence on God, who has multiple
principal attributes. I will set this issue aside since it does not affect the content of any of the
arguments discussed here, which pertain only to finite substances.
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possibility of a finite mental substance with multiple principal attributes.
If one substance can genuinely possess two natures, neither reducible to or
equivalent to the other, Elisabeth can consistently hold that the soul is both
conscious and extended, without endorsing materialism. Not only is she
under no theoretical pressure to reduce thought to extension, she need not
prioritise one of these attributes as the real, underlying principal attribute.
In her case, raising the question of multiple natures is therefore compatible
with a kind of dualism.

The arguments of the Meditations nowhere explicitly defend Descartes’
substance-mode ontology. Having established that our conscious states are
inseparable from us, and later proved to her satisfaction the existence of
God and the external world, the meditator concludes in favour of the real
distinction of mind and body on the grounds that they have very different
properties. The mind is indivisible, the body, divisible. The mind is clearly
and distinctly perceived to be thinking and non-extended, the body is
distinctly perceived to be extended and non-thinking.® While a case is built
for the distinction between mind and body, very little space is devoted to
explaining their union. It may be that Descartes saw no need to defend or
explain either his substance-mode ontology or the union of mind and body
because his main audience, the Scholastics, already accepted these assump-
tions. Scholastic hylomorphism takes soul-body union entirely for granted.
All matter is informed by some form, and matter which is ensouled is just
a special case of information. Scholastics took the controversial issue to be
the real distinction between, not the union of, mind and body. Elisabeth,
by contrast, queried hylomorphism and pressed for an explanation of the
union and interaction of mind and body.

Mind and Body in the Descartes—Elisabeth Correspondence

In her first letter to Descartes, Elisabeth raised a problem of mind-body
interaction for his dualism as presented in the Meditations, which she had
recently read. Assuming the mechanistic physics they both subscribed to,
she asked how its explanation of motion could be extended to the case of
mental states causing motion in the body:

® This interpretation of Descartes’ epistemological argument, different varieties of which are advanced
by Wilson (1978: 197-8) and Williams (1978: 113), is in my view preferable to one which takes
Descartes to infer dualism from our ability to doubt the body but not the mind. The latter yields an
obviously invalid argument. Wilson’s and Williams’ interpretations are more charitable to Descartes.
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I ask you please to tell me how the soul of a human being (it being only
a thinking substance) can determine the bodily spirits, in order to bring
about voluntary actions. For it seems that all determination of movement
happens though the impulsion of the thing moved, by the manner in
which it is pushed by that which moves it, or else by the particular
qualities and shape of the surface of the latter. Physical contact is required
for the first two conditions, extension for the third. You entirely exclude
the one [extension] from the notion you have of the soul, and the other
[physical contact] appears to me incompatible with an immaterial thing.

This is why I ask you for a more precise definition ... of its substance
separate from its action, that is, from thought. (6 May 1643, repr. in Shapiro
2007a: 62)

Descartes answered that mind-body interaction is only explicable with
reference to mind-body union, a primitive notion in its own right, and
not to be understood on the model of interaction between bodies. He
invoked the Scholastic conception of gravity, which acts on a body without
physical contact, as a model for understanding how the mind acts on the
body (21 May 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 66). Elisabeth responded with
polite puzzlement:

I admit that it would be easier for me to concede matter and extension to the
soul than to concede the capacity to move a body and to be moved by it to
an immaterial thing. For, if the first is achieved through information, it
would be necessary that the spirits, which cause the movements, were
intelligent, a capacity you accord to nothing corporeal. And even though,
in your Metaphysical Meditations, you show the possibility of the second, it is
altogether very difficult to understand that a soul, as you have described it,
after having had the faculty and the custom of reasoning well, can lose all of
this by some vapours, and that, being able to subsist without the body, and
having nothing in common with it, the soul is still so governed by it.
(10 June 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 68)

It is easy to see how Elisabeth might be read as a materialist here. Her
remarks strikingly resemble, for example, those of the self-professed
materialist Margaret Cavendish some twenty years later: ‘I cannot con-
ceive, how a Spirit . . . can have the effects of a body, being none it self’
(1664b: 197). Although the materialist reading appears natural at first
sight, I think there is more to the story. According to my alternative
interpretation, Elisabeth’s views are Cartesian in spirit and compatible
with dualism. In addition, I argue, Elisabeth made a positive proposal for
a new direction a Cartesian-inspired dualist might take while distinguish-
ing herself more clearly from Scholasticism than even Descartes himself

had done.
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A Modified Cartesianism: Highlighting Elisabeth’s Anti-Scholastic
Metaphysical Views

I read Elisabeth as favouring a roughly Cartesian metaphysics with some
modifications, primarily to purge it of the remnants of Scholasticism.
While on balance she preferred Descartes’ account to those of his
Scholastic and his materialist opponents, she nevertheless believed more
research into the nature of both the body and the mind was necessary. She
had already asked Descartes, in her very first letter, for ‘a more precise
definition of the soul’, and would continue to press for one over the course
of their exchange. She is best interpreted as proposing that the solution to
the mind-body problem must lie in further empirical and philosophical
investigation into the properties of the mind.

What speaks in favour of my interpretation of Elisabeth? One clue is
that in the passage quoted above, she appears to be resisting typically
Scholastic explanations in terms of a formal cause. As a proponent of
mechanistic physics, Elisabeth refers to her opposition to the hylo-
morphic doctrine of ‘information’, that is, form imposing itself on
matter. Shapiro (2007a: 68, n. 12) suggests that ‘information’ and ‘spirits’
might equally be taken to refer to Stoic pneuma. Given that Elisabeth was
addressing Descartes” views on mind-body interaction, and specified
‘bodily spirits’ in her previous letter, it seems more plausible that she
meant to refer to the ‘animal spirits’ Descartes invokes, an idea derived
from Galen (Kiihn 1822). Descartes, who had a keen interest in anatomy,
strove for a philosophy of mind which, unlike hylomorphism, was in
harmony with the mechanistic physiological science of his day. He
proposed a conception of the nervous system as thin tubes containing
animal spirits with the power to move ventricles in the brain (198sc,
1985e). Elisabeth wanted to know how the immaterial soul could make
these animal spirits move. She rebuffed Descartes’ attempts to frame
mind-body causation in terms of the Aristotelian conception of gravity.
Aristotelian gravity, after all, was supposed to be a kind of formal causa-
tion, a throwback to hylomorphism. Elisabeth’s preferred mechanistic
physics only countenanced the efficient cause, and an explanation in
terms of efficient causes is what she wanted Descartes to provide. What
exactly, she asked, is the mechanistic, efficient cause of the movement of
the animal spirits, since it certainly is not any such thing as an Aristotelian
formal cause?

Another clue is found in the sentences immediately preceding the ones
quoted above:
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[I am] unable to comprehend, by appeal to the idea you once had of
heaviness, the idea through which we must judge how the soul (nonex-
tended and immaterial) can move the body; nor why this power to carry the
body toward the centre of the earth, which you earlier falsely attributed to
a body as a quality, should sooner persuade us that a body can be pushed by
some immaterial thing, than the demonstration of a contrary truth (which
you promise in your physics) should confirm us in the opinion of its
impossibility ... since no material cause presents itself to the senses, one
would then attribute this power to its contrary, an immaterial cause. But
I nevertheless have never been able to conceive of such an immaterial thing
as anything other than a negation of matter which cannot have any com-
munication with it. (10 June 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 68)

Echoing Descartes” own complaint that the Scholastics’ invocation of ‘real
qualities’ was a sham explanation, ‘just the same as saying we perceive
something in the objects whose nature we do not know’ (1985b: 218), I read
Elisabeth here as making a comparable complaint about the Aristotelian
conception of gravity. No useful insight is to be found in it, since it reveals
nothing positive about the nature of the causes involved. Elisabeth can be
seen to express dissatisfaction with Descartes’ use of the merely negative
predicate ‘immaterial’, which tells us nothing about the substance it applies
to other than that it is not material. But Descartes, who sometimes used
‘immaterial’ interchangeably with ‘thinking’, apparently took it to char-
acterise the nature of a substance. As I interpret this passage, Elisabeth
challenged Descartes in this letter to provide some positive reason to equate
‘immaterial’ with ‘thinking’ or ‘conscious’. We find her obliquely drawing
attention to the fact that the predicates might have distinct extensions:
Aristotelians thought of gravity as immaterial but non-conscious.
Descartes’ example contradicts rather than corroborates his case. And
merely negative characterisations of substances leave us in the dark as to
their nature, characteristic behaviour and causal powers. Elisabeth asked
Descartes to leave such quasi-Scholastic moves behind, and provide an up-
to-date explanation in terms of efficient causes, compatible with mechan-
istic physics, of the relationship between mind and body.

Descartes, to Elisabeth’s disappointment, never did provide the account
she had requested. Yet it seems that he saw her point to some extent, as he
corrected himself in his next letter, admitting that the gravity analogy had
been unhelpful. What he had meant to say, he claimed, was that ‘things
which pertain to the union of the soul and body are known only obscurely
by the understanding . .. but they are known very clearly by the senses’
(28 June 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 71). That is, as Rozemond (1998: 183)
puts it, mind-body causation can only be understood phenomenologically.
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Elisabeth conceded, in her reply, that ‘the senses show me that the soul
moves the body’ but remained dissatisfied because ‘they teach me nothing
(no more than do the understanding and the imagination) of the way in
which it does so’ (1 July 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 72). Her mention of
the ‘senses’ refers to the mental mode of phenomenological awareness of
mind-body interaction — that is, the subjective experience of such interac-
tion from the inside out, rather than as an outside observer — as can be seen
from her grouping them with other Cartesian modes of the mind, imagi-
nation and understanding. So her words should not be taken to imply that
third-personal scientific observations could not form the basis of a solution
to the interaction problem. On the contrary, a more scientifically informed
account of the soul is exactly what Elisabeth asks for next:

I think that there are some properties of the soul, which are unknown to us,
which could perhaps overturn what your Metaphysical Meditations per-
suaded me of by such good reasoning: the nonextendedness of the soul.
This doubt seems to be founded on the rule that you give there, in speaking
of the true and the false, that all error comes to us in forming judgments
about that which we do not perceive well enough. Though extension is not
necessary to thought, neither is it at all repugnant to it, and so it could be
suited to some other function of the soul which is no less” essential to it.
(1 July 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 72)

I read this passage as Elisabeth contesting Descartes’ claim that the ‘non-
extendedness’ of the soul is clearly and distinctly perceived. Though agreeing
with Descartes that thinking could not be explained reductively by mechan-
istic physics (Descartes 1985d: 140) — ‘extension is not necessary to
thought’ — she considered it logically consistent to suppose both thought
and extension belonged to the soul. Descartes’ Scholastic substance-attribute
ontology dictated that each finite substance must have exactly one principal
attribute to which all its modes belong (Descartes 198sb: 210). But Elisabeth,
who yearned to replace Scholasticism with mechanistic science and
a philosophy respectful of it, is best interpreted here as challenging this
dogma. From the point of view of first philosophy, Elisabeth argued, the
proposition that something extended thinks is not contradictory or clearly
and distinctly false (‘repugnant’). She took this proposition, that a substance
has both extension and thought as its principal (‘essential’) attributes without
one having to be reduced to the other, to have great potential for making
Cartesian philosophy consistent with modern physics.

7 This is translated ‘less essential to her’ in Blom’s edition. The pronoun ‘her’ in his translation refers to
the feminine French word for the soul (dme).
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On my reading, Elisabeth’s call for further investigation into the
‘unknown properties’ of the soul in order that it can be ‘perceived well
enough’ was probably intended to have an empirical component. While
praising Descartes’ first-philosophy-based investigations, she clearly stated
that gaps in our knowledge remained, gaps which we reflexively fill in
erroneous ways. It seems that the first-philosophy method had been
exhausted and yielded insufficient data. To keep us from error, according
to Elisabeth, we must come to clearly perceive the soul by other means.

Twice Elisabeth asked Descartes for improved definitions of the soul
not relying on merely negative, uninformative descriptions like ‘nonex-
tendedness’ or ‘immateriality’. Once she suggested, quite clearly but so
briefly that it is easily missed, that even ‘thinking’ is an insufficient
definition of a primary attribute for the soul. Thought, she claimed, is
not an attribute but an ‘action’. Thinking is something which a mental
substance does. It does not follow that thinking constitutes the essence of
what a mental substance is. Elisabeth gave two examples of cases where
a soul might exist without thinking: before birth, and while unconscious.
‘I ask you for a more precise definition of the soul ... of its substance
separate from its action, that is, from thought. For even if we were to
suppose them inseparable (which is however difficult to prove in the
mother’s womb and in great fainting spells) . . . we could, in considering
them apart, acquire a more perfect idea of them’ (6 May 1643, repr. in
Shapiro 2007a: 62).

Elisabeth appears to have held that there was insufficiently strong
philosophical and empirical evidence to identify the principal attribute of
mental substance. Since neither immateriality nor thought were good
candidates for the principal attribute of mental substance, in her view,
this attribute remained to be discovered, and might be compatible with
that of extension.

Against the Materialist Interpretation of Elisabeth

Shapiro, who reads Elisabeth as a materialist, admits that Elisabeth was
never a reductive materialist, since she held that ‘extension is not necessary
to thought’ (2007b: 42). Her resistance to reductionism puts Elisabeth at
odds with the materialists of her day. The prominent seventeenth-century
materialists Hobbes, Gassendi and Cavendish® advocated reductionism

# Cavendish’s early philosophical writings (1664) suggest reductive materialism: she considers our
minds and thoughts to be entirely located in the natural, material world (see also Detlefsen 2007).
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about the mind, predicting that a future science would explain all mental
phenomena in terms of interaction between material bodies. We can be
sure that Elisabeth had not read Cavendish, who was five years her junior
and only began to work on materialism in the 1660s. But her later letters to
Descartes reveal that she was familiar with the works of Hobbes and
Gassendi. Were she a materialist, we might expect her to ‘find their
views appealing’ as Tollefsen (1999: 73) conjectures. In fact, we see
Elisabeth being dismissive in the extreme of exactly two sets of Objections
to the Meditations: those by Hobbes and those by Gassendi. Upon being
sent the French edition by Descartes, Elisabeth wrote, ‘M. Gassendi, who
has such a reputation for knowledge, made, after the Englishman, the least
reasonable objections of all’ (5 December 1647, repr. in Shapiro 2007a:
167). Her verdict is not wholly surprising given the respect for Cartesian
dualism she had expressed in earlier letters. Where these reductive materi-
alists had disparaged Descartes’ arguments for the real distinction,
Elisabeth praised those arguments as persuasive and ‘such good reasoning’
(1 July 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 72). In addition to her negative claims
about Hobbes and Gassendi, in 1647 Elisabeth continued to urge refine-
ments to Cartesian physics and dualism. About a treatise on physics by
Descartes’ disciple Hogelande, she raised the concern that ‘the subtle
matter, which [Hogelande] supposes to be enveloped in a coarser one by
the heat of fire or by fermentation, is nevertheless corporeal and receives its
pressure or its movement by the quantity and surfaces of its small parts.
The soul, which is immaterial, could not do this’ (May 1647, repr. in
Shapiro 2007a: 163).

Although these facts are compatible with an interpretation of Elisabeth
as an atypical, non-reductive materialist (or, alternatively, a property dual-
ist), other statements of hers are hard to square with any sort of materialist
reading. Elisabeth maintained that thought is logically compatible with
extension, but a completely separate function from it, and not necessary to
it. It is difficult to see how a view according to which matter is not
necessary to thought could be a kind of materialism. Although her letter
from May 1647 quoted above makes clear that she continued to puzzle over
the interaction problem, in her later letters Elisabeth appears to have
endorsed a dualism even stronger than property dualism, and spoke of
the soul as being able to exist without the body. Opposing the views of

But Cavendish is open to the possibility that immaterial things, such as God, exist outside nature,
outside the comprehension of our material minds (1664 p. 315). An anonymous referee also points out
that the reductionist interpretation fits less well with her later Observations (2001 [1668]).
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Descartes’ English critic Digby, she wrote, ‘it is impossible to doubt that it
[the soul] will not be more happy after its separation from the body’
(28 October 1645, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 123).

A Dualist Interpretation

Elisabeth is best interpreted as a Cartesian thinker, and a dualist, but one
who strove for a more consistent application of the methods of the new
science and philosophy, aiming to bring the two into harmony to account
for the interaction of mind and body. An opponent of the old Aristotelian
paradigms, she was palpably disappointed that Descartes’ answer to her
query harked back to the old obscurantism of formal causes and real
qualities. Since first philosophy could not answer the question of mind-
body interaction, her preferred solution was to explore further empirical
enquiry into the properties of the mind.

Although she preferred Descartes’ view to that of his materialist oppo-
nents as well as to that of the hidebound seventeenth-century Scholastics,
Elisabeth was not a Cartesian dualist in the strict sense. Her statement that
‘a soul ... after having had the faculty and the custom of reasoning well,
can lose all of this by some vapours’ indicates that she found it difficult to
accept Descartes’ thesis that the understanding operates completely inde-
pendently of the body. What Wilson calls Descartes’ ‘robust’ dualism
(Wilson 1978: 131), according to which purely intellectual thought has no
material correlate, cannot easily make sense of bodily states interfering with
abstract reasoning. Still, Elisabeth contends, we can see such interference
occurring, and it calls out for explanation. For this reason, among others,
Broad (2002: 27) regards Elisabeth’s position as most akin to that of Henry
More, a dualist who independently proposed that the soul might be
extended some sixteen years later (More 1659). More believed that mental
substances had the property of extension, allowing them to pervade and
operate upon bodies. Elisabeth’s brief remark that ‘extension . .. could be
suited to some other function of the soul’ might be taken to suggest a view
similar to or anticipating More’s. We know from their mutual acquain-
tances Francis Mercury van Helmont and Anne Conway that Elisabeth
read and approved of More’s works much later, around 1670-1 (Broad
2002: 27-8).

Elisabeth, even in 1643, had already expressed her openness to consider-
ing the overthrow of certain metaphysical principles, such as ‘each finite
substance has exactly one principal attribute’, if giving them up might yield
a better answer to the mind-body problem compatible with the new
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physics. Her attitude was one which in the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries we would call naturalistic. She suggested that the outcome of
empirical investigations into ‘unknown properties of the soul’ might ‘over-
turn what your Metaphysical Meditations persuaded me of by such good
reasoning’ (1 July 1643, repr. in Shapiro 2007a: 72). In this, Elisabeth
resembles contemporary naturalistic dualists, who propose substance dual-
ism as a best explanation of the relationship between current physics and
current psychology (Janssen-Lauret 2018).

Conclusion

Elisabeth of Bohemia’s letters to Descartes reveal a novel, consistent and
interesting solution to the mind-body problem. Far from being just
a Cartesian handmaiden or an interlocutor who simply raised objections
without making a positive proposal, Elisabeth was a Cartesian sympathi-
ser and an original metaphysician. Elisabeth is best understood, not as
a materialist as some of her statements might suggest, but as a philosopher
mostly sympathetic to dualism who called for further investigation into
the properties of the mind. Elisabeth emphatically renounced
Aristotelian hylomorphism about both physics and the human person.
With her strong adherence to the mechanistic account of bodily motion,
we can see her urging Descartes to explain how the soul causes the bodily
spirits to move as a demand for an explanation not relying on Aristotelian
formal causation, but only the efficient causation used by the empirical
science of their day. Elisabeth proposed that the soul may have multiple
natures, both thinking and extended. Since she, unlike her materialistic
contemporaries, did not believe that thought is reducible to interaction
between bodies, I suggest that her raising the question that the mind may
have two natures does not imply materialism, the thesis that the two
natures are reducible to one. Rather, Elisabeth called into doubt the
vestigial Scholasticism of Descartes’ underlying ontology of substances,
attributes and modes. According to her, since it is consistent to suppose
that something thinking should be extended, Descartes’ insistence that
each (finite) substance has exactly one principal attribute to which all its
modes belong is a piece of Scholastic dogma for which there is no
independent evidence. Elisabeth held that the true nature of the soul is
still unknown to us, and that Descartes overlooked this fact since he
incorrectly categorises the ‘action’ of thought as an attribute, and identi-
fied it without good reason with the merely negative, uninformative
property of immateriality. Elisabeth’s call to arms for empirical research
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into the nature of the mind, without presupposing that thought is
reducible to physical motion, adumbrates recent developments in natur-
alistic dualism which proposes substance dualism as the best interpreta-
tion of the difference in logical form between physics and current

psychology.



CHAPTER IO

Margarer Cavendish on the Metaphysics
of Imagination and the Dramatic Force

of the Imaginary World
David Cunning

1 Introduction

In seventeenth-century philosophy, the topic of imagination was regarded
primarily as an epistemic one. Philosophers like Descartes, Spinoza, and
Leibniz made a distinction between the reality that we are attempting to
know, and the faculties by which we know it, and they argued that some of
these faculties are in a much better position than the others to provide us
with a clear and accurate picture of what surrounds us." Imagination was
often taken to be the epistemic villain — an obstacle in the way of a grasp of
reality that is maximally evident and undoubtedly true. Where the faculty of
intellect affords us the opportunity to grasp abstract truths” like that some-
thing cannot come from nothing, that the sum of the angles of a triangle add
to 180 degrees, that God exists and is omnibenevolent, that there is no empty
space, and that bodies do not literally have qualities like colour or taste or
sound, the imagistic pictures of imagination (and also its sibling faculty of
sensation) have a very different orientation and scope. They are not a vehicle
to certainty about the abstract matters that are the bread and butter of
philosophical inquiry, and what is worse, they traffic in images that are
outright misleading. We imagine an object or person, for example, but the
empty space or colour that we thereby picture does not exist outside of our
thought, at least not in anything like the way that we imagine it
Philosophers in this tradition did not spend a lot of time laying out what
the imagination is or how it operates. That is to say, they did not spend a lot

' See for example Descartes (198sb: 218—221); Descartes (1984a: 103-104); Spinoza (2002¢: 24-25);
Malebranche (1997¢: 4-5).

* See for example Descartes (1985b: 209); Descartes (1984a: 104); and Spinoza (2002a: 265—268).

? In addition to the references in footnote #1, see also Descartes (1985b: 281—287); Descartes (1984b:
32-33); and Descartes (1984a: 260, 262, and 264).
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of time working out a metaphysics or ontology of imagination* — an account
of what an imagistic picture is, or an account of what it is to undergo or
entertain a bout of imaginative reflection. The imperative instead was to
divert attention away from the faculty of imagination, and to implore us to
exercise the faculty of intellect instead. In the work of Margaret Cavendish,
we find a quite different approach. Imagination plays a central and positive
role in her philosophical system. She supposes that when we get a handle on
what an imagistic idea is exactly, we will appreciate the benefits of imagina-
tive reflection and the uses to which it can be put.’

In a set of bookends to what is likely the first piece of science fiction ever
written — Blazing World — Cavendish attests to the benefits of constructing
fictional worlds of imagination and entertaining them as they play out.®
In a prefatory section, “To all Noble and Worthy Ladies’, she notes that there
are trajectories with which she identifies but that for all practical purposes the
actual world has denied her the chance to pursue. Rather than give up on
these, or allow herself to dissolve into one of the lives that her environment
makes available to her, she creates an alternative world in which otherwise
dormant corners of her self can find expression. She writes:

... And if (Noble Ladies) you should chance to take pleasure in reading these
Fancies, I shall account my self a Happy Creatoress: If not, I must be content
to live a Melancholly Life in my own World; which I cannot call a Poor
World, if Poverty be only want of Gold, and Jewels: for, there is more Gold in
it, than all the Chymists ever made; or, (as I verily believe) will ever be able to
make. As for the Rocks of Diamonds, 1 wish, with all my Soul, they might be
shared amongst my Noble Female Friends . ... I am not Covetous, but as
Ambitious as ever any of my Sex was, is, or can be; which is the cause, That

* Note, however, that later philosophers of the early modern period do offer a more explicit
‘metaphysics of imagination’, even if that exact expression has yet to be used. Philosophers like
David Hume and Immanuel Kant held that the faculty of imagination plays a central role in making
our experience of objects stable and coherent, and they went to lengths to describe the makeup and
workings of that faculty. Some relevant studies include Furlong (2013: 95-119), and Gibbons (1994).
Important work has been done to lay out Cavendish’s materialist view of mind — for example O’Neill
(2001: xxi-xxvii), and Sarasohn (2010: 54—75). However, little work has been done to flesh out her view of
the nature of imagination in particular, or to apply her animist understanding of matter to her view of
ideas as imagistic pictures. There are some initial discussions in Walters (2014: 168-169) and Cunning
(2016): chapter seven, and the current chapter is an attempt to further those discussions and to make sense
of Cavendish’s view that imagination is a source of opportunity and fulfillment that often goes neglected.
Frankenstein by Mary Shelley is often regarded as the first work of science fiction, published in 1818,
though of course it is difficult to make a definitive determination in the absence of necessary and
sufficient conditions for what counts as science fiction. Cavendish is responsible for a number of other
firsts for which she does not receive credit; for example, a character in one of her stories says that ‘I had
rather grasp a Fury of Hell, than an angry Woman!" (Cavendish 1671: 162). The expression ‘Hell hath
no fury like a woman scorned’ is attributed to William Congreve, although his original language was
not verbatim either. Congreve started producing literary works at the end of the seventeenth century.
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though I cannot be Henry the Fifth, or Charles the Second; yet, I will
endeavour to be, Margarer the First: and, though I have neither Power,
Time, nor Occasion, to be a great Conqueror, like Alexander, or Cesar; yet,
rather than not be Mistress of a World, since Fortune and the Fates would
give me none, I have made One of my own.”

The retreat to an alternative world of imagination is perhaps not a just
substitute for the real thing, but Cavendish supposes that there are instances
in which the real thing is not a live option and in which she will ‘not be
Mistress of a World’ — at least not a world that meets the bar — unless she
fashions it herself. There is some melancholy that comes with limiting the
expression of oneself to imagination alone, Cavendish allows, but she is also
hopeful and ambitious. As she indicates, she is excited at the prospect of
sharing her fictional stories with friends and associates, and she will take
other steps that are within her reach as well. In the epilogue to Blazing World,
she speaks positively once again of the world that she has created therein. She
says that there are respects in which her choice to craft it in imagination is
preferable to the attempt to impose it on the world that surrounds her:

By this Poetical Description, you may perceive, that my ambition is not onely to
be Empress, but Authoress of a whole World; and that the Worlds I have made,
both the Blazing- and the other Philosophical World, mentioned in the first Part
of this Description, are framed and composed of the most pure, that is, the
Rational parts of Matter, which are the parts of my Mind; which Creation was
more easily and suddenly effected, than the Conquests of the two famous
Monarchs of the World, Alexander and Cesar. Neither have I made such
disturbances, and caused so many dissolutions of particulars, otherwise named
deaths, as they did . . . And in the formation of those Worlds, I take more delight
and glory, than ever Alexander or Cesar did in conquering this terrestrial world;
and though I have made my Blazing-world a Peaceable World, allowing it but
one Religion, one Language, and one Government; yet could I make another
World, as full of Factions, Divisions and Warrs, as this is of Peace and
Tranquility; and the Rational figures of my Mind might express as much courage
to fight, as Hector and Achilles had; and be as wise as Vestor, as Eloquent as Ulpsses,
and as beautiful as Hellen. But I esteeming Peace before Warr, Wit before Policy,
Honesty before Beauty; instead of the figures of Alexander, Cesar, Hector,
Achilles, Nestor, Ulysses, Hellen, &c. chose rather the figure of Honest Margaret
Newcastle, which now I would not change for all this Terrestrial World; and if
any should like the World I have made, and be willing to be my Subjects, they
may imagine themselves such, and they are such, I mean in their Minds, Fancies
or Imaginations; but if they cannot endure to be Subjects, they may create
Worlds of their own, and Govern themselves as they please.

7 Cavendish (1668f: unnumbered).  * Cavendish (1668: 159-160).
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In this chapter I attempt to shed light on Cavendish’s view that an
imaginary world is often preferable for an individual to entertain and
inhabit than the actual world. I explore a number of cascading theses to
which Cavendish appears to subscribe, the first three of which are a fleshing
out of her metaphysics of imagination: (1) a body and its motion are
inseparable; (2) ideas are imagistic figures that picture and represent their
objects; (3) a given body is more active to the extent that it is composed of
rational matter, and since the ideas of imagination are largely composed of
such matter, they are collections of bodies that are fluid, active, and
creative. | then address Cavendish’s view that imaginary worlds often
have tangible advantages over the actual world. She holds more specifically
(4) that imaginary worlds are extremely pleasurable to experience and
inhabit and (s) that they allow us to stake out and indulge in lives with
which we identify but that the actual world has precluded. She would also
appear to subscribe to the thesis (6) that imaginary worlds are of benefit
because they are in a position to offer an immediate, revolutionary, but
unthreatening picture of how the actual world might be transformed for
the better — along with a vivid and lively representation of the obstacles that
would need to be removed for that picture to come to fruition. Cavendish
does not state the thesis explicitly, but given her criticism of structures that
limit the ability and potential of women, and given the ways in which her
fiction calls attention to and satirises those structures, it is difficult to
believe that she did not see it as obvious.

2 Ideas as Imagistic and Active

Cavendish certainly subscribes to (1). She holds that a body never transfers
motion to a second body unless it also transfers some of its matter or
substance at the same time. She writes:

[Bly reason motion cannot be transferred without matter, as being both
inseparably united, and but one thing; I cannot think it probable, that any
of the animate or self-moving matter in the hand, quits the hand, and enters
the bowl; nor that the animate matter, which is in the bowl, leaves the bowl,
and enters into the hand ...?

Here Cavendish is describing a common case in which a hand is said to
move a bowl. The behaviour of the hand no doubt has some impact on the
motion of the bowl, Cavendish will allow, but at the same time she wants

 Cavendish (1664b: 445).
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to insist that the amount of motion that is in the bowl after the hand
‘moves’ it is the same amount of motion that was in the bowl before.
A given amount of motion is always the motion ofa body, and thus motion
can never leave the body that has it and affix to a different body."> Motion
can only affix to another body if it brings some of the first body with it —
that is, the body from which that motion is inseparable — in which case
the second body would be acquiring motion and body. In that case, motion
would not have transferred on its own, but the second body would have
become more massive:

This is the reason, which denies that there can be a translation of motion out
of the moving body into the moved; for questionless, the one would grow
less, and the other bigger, that by loosing so much substance, this by be
receiving."”

A bowl may appear to acquire new motion when a hand moves it across
a room, but experience shows that the bowl does not thereby acquire more
matter, and so it did not acquire new motion cither. A body often redirects
the motion of a second body, Cavendish of course allows, but it never
increases the amount of motion of a second body:

[Slome parts of Matter will cause other parts to work and act to their own
will, by forcing these over-powred parts to alter their own natural motions
into the motions of the victorious party ..."

We might think of the language that we use today when we say for example
that a table or other object is motionless, but we are aware that strictly
speaking it is quite active insofar as it has components like electrons and
protons at a level that is not explicitly observable. Cavendish supposes that
a given body never acquires any new motion, but that its existing (and
perhaps not quite observable) motions can be redirected in such a way that
the body appears to acquire new motion. That is to say, when we push
a table, or a bowl, it moves by way of motions that it already had. Like other
figures in her era, Cavendish takes a stand on the puzzling and murky
question of the relation between a body and its motion, and no doubt her
response to the question might come across as puzzling as well.” Also like
these other figures, Cavendish appeals to philosophical principles that she
takes to be obvious and that inform us that in the phenomena of everyday
experience there is a lot more going on than meets the eye.

1 See also Detlefsen (2007: 166-171), and O’Neill (2013: 312-313). " Cavendish (1664b: 447).
™ Ibid.: 356-357.
" See for example Descartes (1984b: 33); Malebranche (1997a: 446—452); and Leibniz (1989a: 46—47).
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Cavendish subscribes to the view that a body and its motion are
inseparable, and she also subscribes to (2) the view that ideas are imagistic
figures that picture and represent their objects. She writes,

I take an Idea to be the picture of some object ...™

[Mly opinion is, that figures are as inherent to the minde, as thoughts; And
who can have an unfigurative thought, for the minde cannot have thoughts,
but upon some matter, and there is no matter but must have some figure, for
who can think of nothing . .."

Tis true, the minde may be in a maze, and so have no fixt thought of any
particular thing; yet that amaze hath a figurative ground, although not
subscribed; as for example, my eyes may see the sea, or air, yet not the
compasse, and so the earth, or heavens; so likewise my eye may see a long
pole, yet not the two ends, these are but the parts of these figures, but I see
not the circumference to the uttermost extention .. ."

Here we might call to mind the language of the Third Meditation, where
Descartes says that ideas are ‘as it were images of things, and it is only in
these cases that the term “idea” is strictly appropriate — for example, when
I think of a man, or a chimera, or the sky, or an angel, or God’."” Descartes
in the end rejects the view that ideas are always images: upon further
meditation and reflection he concludes that our clearest ideas of things
like wax, self, and God are matters of ‘purely mental scrutiny’ and involve
no imagistic or pictorial content at all.”® Descartes famously had
a correspondence on this issue with Pierre Gassendi, who (with
Cavendish) held that ideas are material pictures and that as soon as we
extract away all of the imagistic content in an idea that is before our mind,
we are no longer thinking anything at all.” The worry that motivated
Descartes here is that if all ideas are imagistic pictures, then we can have no
ideas of things that cannot be captured in an image — for example finite
immaterial minds and God. Cavendish does not share this worry; she bites
the bullet and argues that we have no ideas of things that cannot be
captured in an image and hence that we do not have ideas of finite
immaterial minds or God:

But as for Immaterial, no mind can conceive that, for it cannot put it self
into nothing, although it can dilate and rarifie itself to an higher degree, but
must stay within the circle of natural bodies.*

“ Cavendish (1668a: 74). * Cavendish (1655d: 119). ' Ibid. 7 Descartes (1984b: 25).
® Descartes (1984b: 21). See also Descartes (1984a: 104, 94).
¥ Descartes (1984a: 229—230); Descartes (1984a: 264).  *° Cavendish (1664b: 69).
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the minde, which is the matter creates thoughts, which thoughts, are the
figures of the minde; for when we hear of a deity, we say in words it is an
incorporeal thing; but we cannot conceive it so in thought, we say we do .. .**

Cavendish actually supposes that we would benefit from recognising that
we have no ideas of immaterials. She writes:

Man in this particular goes beyond others, as having not onely a natural, but
also a revealed knowledg of the most Holy God; for he knows Gods Will,
not onely by the light of Nature, but also by revelation, and so more then
other Creatures do, whose knowledg of God is merely Natural. But this
Revealed Knowledg makes most men so presumptuous, that they will not be
content with it, but search more and more into the hidden mysteries of the
Incomprehensible Deity, and pretend to know God as perfectly, almost, as
themselves; describing his Nature and Essence, his Attributes, his Counsels,
his Actions, according to the revelation of God, (as they pretend) when as it
is according to their own Fancies.**

[Flor how ordinary is it in these our times, and in former times, for the
politicks to perswade the people, with promises from the Gods, or to tell
them it is the Gods commands they should do such and such acts, even such
acts as are unnatural, wicked, and most horrid? Thus Men bely the Gods to
abuse their fellow Creatures.*

Cavendish does allow that human beings (and other creatures) are able to
believe in the existence of God, even if we do not have an idea of Him.
What it is in whose existence we are thereby believing is not any entity in
particular but ‘some Being above Nature’.**

Cavendish and Gassendi have much in common in holding that ideas
are material images. Cavendish might be inclined to retreat from the use of
the word ‘image’, however, if an image is understood to be a static two-
dimensional picture of an object. As we have seen, she holds that motion is
always inseparable from the body that has it, but she also argues that the
bodies that compose™ an idea are loaded with a disproportional amount of
motion and that they are much more fluid and active than the bodies that
exist outside of our thought. One kind of matter is self-moving animate
matter — we know this because there exist bodies that move and because
a body and its motion are always inseparable. But there are other kinds of
matter as well:

* Cavendish (1655d: 119).  ** Cavendish (1664b: 318-319).  ** Cavendish (1662e: 503).

** Cavendish (1668d: 36). See also Cavendish (1668a: 75).

» Cavendish holds that everything of which we can speak, and everything that we can encounter is
physical, and she therefore holds that ideas are physical. They are literally pictures of objects, and like
all bodies have dimension. For more on the specific arguments that Cavendish offers for her
materialism, see Cunning (2016: chapter two).
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[TThere was not onely an animate or self-moving and active, but also an
inanimate, that is, a dull and passive degree of Matter, for if there were no
animate degree, there would be no motion, and so no action nor variety of
figures; and if no inanimate, there would be no degrees of natural figures and
actions, but all actions would be done in a moment .. ..>°

Here Cavendish is appealing to an aspect of her somewhat unconventional
metaphysics to make a point that is quite common-sensical — that the
bodies that compose an idea are able to move in and out of their various
configurations much more quickly and easily than the bodies that compose
a non-idea. For example, we might have an idea of a mountain that is
suddenly uprooted from its earthly base, but a mountain will not move like
that on its own, and a tremendous amount of time and labour would be
required if something else were to attempt to move it instead. The bodies
that exist outside of our thought are not of the same sort as the bodies that
compose an idea; otherwise ‘all actions would be done in a moment’.

To make sense of the very different kinds of behaviour that are exhibited
by the bodies that compose our ideas and the external bodies that those
ideas tend to represent, Cavendish draws a distinction between three kinds
of matter in total. In the epilogue to Blazing World she had said that ‘the
Worlds I have made . . . are framed and composed of the most pure, that is,
the Rational parts of Matter, which are the parts of my Mind; which
Creation was more easily and suddenly effected ...” The elements that
compose an idea are able to move very quickly in and out of their various
configurations; that is to say, ideas have a disproportional amount of
rational matter. But rational matter is also present in bodies more gener-
ally, even if not to the same degree. Cavendish supposes that @/ bodies are
intelligent and perceptive, otherwise there would not exist the order and
organisation that we encounter in the natural world from moment to
moment:

If Nature were not Self-knowing, Self-living, and also Perceptive, she would
run into Confusion: for, there could be neither Order, nor Method, in
Ignorant Motion; . .. for, it is impossible to make orderly and methodical
Distinctions, or distinct Orders, by Chances: Wherefore, Nature being so
exact (as she is) must needs be Self-knowing and Perceptive .. .*”

26 Cavendish (1668c: unnumbered).

*7 Cavendish (1668h: 7). It is a common philosophical view in the seventeenth century that bodies
cannot behave in an orderly or organised manner unless they have mental states to guide them along.
See for example More (1925: 169); Cudworth (1964: 150); and Malebranche (1997b: 671). These
philosophers were aware that laws might be posited instead to account for the orderly behavior of
bodies, but they worried that without a proper unpacking of the ontology of such laws, and without
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All bodies are a combination of active and inactive matter, for Cavendish,
and bodies move with more or less swiftness and agility as a function of
their proportion of each. She offers an analogy to help to illustrate her case:

[Slince the Animate part of Matter is the onely architect, creator, or
producer of all those effects, by reason it is the self-moving part, and the
Inanimate is onely the instrument which the Animate works withal, and the
materials it works upon, the Production of the infinite effects in Nature is
more fitly ascribed to the Animate then the Inanimate part of matter; as for
example, If an architect should build an house, certainly he can do nothing
without materials, neither can the materials raise themselves to such a figure
as a house without the help of the architect and workmen, but both are of
necessity required to this artificial production; nevertheless, the building of
the house is not laid to the materials, but to the architect: the same may be

said of animate and inanimate matter in the production of natural
8
effects .. .*

An architect can move back and forth between any number of changes in
the design for a house, and when he or she does so it is by way of ideas that
move in and out of their different configurations quickly and easily.
A configuration of an imagined house can be effected all of a sudden,
and it can just as suddenly dissolve into a new configuration. An architect
can form an imagistic idea of a house much more quickly than any actual
house could be built, and if all physical configurations were composed of
rational matter alone, Cavendish supposes, houses and other such bodies
would appear and disappear in an instant. But they do not. Nor do they last
for only a few moments. The configurations that surround us do not form
straightaway, so Cavendish posits that they are not made of rational matter
alone. To account for the phenomena, there needs to be posited a kind of
matter that is much more slow and cumbersome — that is, inanimate
matter — and there also needs to be a kind of matter that will remain at
its post to guide inanimate matter in an orderly direction. This third kind
of matter — sensitive matter — is active, and it is sufficiently perceptive to
understand the intelligent directives of rational matter, but it is also
sufficiently slow and cumbersome that it can adhere to inanimate matter
reliably and move it on its way.”

an explanation of how they operate to keep a body on the rails, the word /aw was just an empty
stand-in for whatever sophisticated entity it was that had the wherewithal to make bodies exhibit
order.

* Cavendish (1664b: 531).

* See for example Cavendish (1668h: 9), and Cavendish (1668a: 169-170). See also O’Neill (2001
Xxiii-xxv).
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There is no attempt that I am making here to defend Cavendish’s three-
fold division of matter, tempting though that is. For the purposes of this
chapter I just want to point to the tools that Cavendish utilises to unpack
the specifics of her view that ideas are imagistic pictures. Ideas are images,
according to Cavendish, but they are composed of active and self-moving
bodies, and their motion and activity are inseparable from them. For
Cavendish, what it is to entertain a thought is not to behold a static picture,
and what it is to entertain a sequence of thoughts is not to entertain
a sequence of static pictures. Cavendish subscribes to (3) the view that
a given body is active and creative to the extent that it is composed of
rational matter and that, since ideas of imagination are composed largely of
such matter, they are collections of bodies that are fluid, active, and
creative. We might take issue with the imprecision of the categories that
Cavendish has offered to explain why ideas behave so differently from
other bodies, and we might even worry that she has not offered an
explanation so much as she has simply re-described what we already
know. But she wants to shine a /ight on this thing that we already know,
as it can be easily overlooked. Ideas — and in particular the imagistic ideas
which we no doubt have and which Cavendish supposes to be the on/y ideas
that we have — are often active and animated, and indeed in many cases
they act by their own devices. Cavendish is in quite good company on this
count, even if she disagrees with her contemporaries about the details of the
ontology of ideas. Descartes himself held that some of our ideas are so
active that they carry along with them an affirmation of their truth. For
example, the idea of two and two adding to four does not present itself
neutrally before the understanding, followed by an affirmation of its truth;
instead, what it is to have a (not confused) idea of two and two adding to
four is to affirm that they add to four.”® A very similar view of course is in
Spinoza. There is no idea that does not involve at least some affirmation,
for Spinoza, even in the case of ideas that are confused.” When we take in
information about a given subject matter, we might report that the
information is neutral and that it is we who are deciding what to believe
in the light of it: for example, we learn of a defendant that their fingerprints
are on the murder weapon, that the defendant has a history of threatening
the victim, that the defendant has no alibi, and that there was an eyewitness
who saw him commit the act. We might report that it is we ourselves who
form the belief that the defendant is guilty after we consider the aggregate

3 See for example Descartes (1984b: 40), and Descartes (1984a: 117).
3" See for example Spinoza (2002a: 272~273); Spinoza (2002b: 80, 82-83); and Della Rocca (2003: 200-231).
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of evidence, and that it is we who are active and not our ideas, but often the
entertaining of a given set of information just is the formation of a belief.
Even if we do not form the belief that the defendant is guilty (in the case as
described), that is presumably because we have taken in the evidence
against a background of beliefs that are active in the other direction — for
example, the belief that a lot of human beings have been put on death row
on the basis of problematic testimony, in which case epistemic caution is in
order. A third figure in whom there is a clear discussion of the activity and
sophistication of ideas is Hume. He notes that oftentimes an idea will come
to us at just the moment that we need it: that is, we are not required to
undergo a survey of the entire spectrum of ideas in order to locate and
retrieve an idea of which we are trying to think — for example in
a conversation or a bout of reflection — but instead the idea just presents
itself to us by a ‘magical faculty in the soul’.’* To be sure, Cavendish,
Hume, Descartes, and Spinoza are not in complete agreement on the
activity of ideas, but Cavendish would assert that these figures are correct
to emphasise that ideas are often active and take on a life of their own.

3 Worlds of Imagination as a Pleasurable Retreat

We now return to Blazing World and to the topic of imagined states of
affairs more generally. When Cavendish says in its epilogue that imaginary
worlds are a worthwhile production and a worthwhile retreat, she is
presupposing a view of ideas according to which they are active and
animated, and according to which they are able to combine together to
form a living story. They compose what can be described as worlds, and
worlds that (properly conceived) are not a poor substitute for real life:

And certainly, the Parts of the Mind have greater advantage than the
Sensitive Parts; for, the Mind can enjoy that which is not subject to the
Sense; as those things Man names, Castles in the Air, or Poetical Fancies;
which is the reason Man can enjoy Worlds of its own making, without the
assistance of the Sensitive Parts; and can govern and command those
Worlds; as also, dissolve and compose several Worlds, as he pleases . . .»

But Nature is the Hand to guide
The Pencil of the Brain, and place
The Shadows so, that they may hide
All the Defects, or giv't a grace.
Phansie Draws Pictures in the Brain,

> See Hume (2007: 24). % Cavendish (1668h: 74—75).
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Not subject to the outward Sense;
They are Imaginations vain,
Yet are they the Life’s Quintessence.’*

As twinckling Stars shew in dark Clouds, that’s cleare,
So Fancies quick do in the Braine appeare.
Imaginations, like the Orbes move so,

Some very quick, others do move more slow.

And solid Thoughss, as the twelve Signes, are plac’d
About the Zodiack, which is Wisedome vast.
Where they as constantly in Wisedome run,

As in the Line Ecliptick doth the Sun.

To the Ecliptick Line the Head compare,

The illustrious Wiz, to the Suns bright Spheare.
The Braine, unto the Solid Earth,

From whence all Wisdome hath its Birth.

Just as the Earth, the Heads round Ball,

Is crown’d with Orbes Coelestiall.

So Head, and World as one agree;

Nature did make the Head a World to bee.”®

For Cavendish, mind-independent objects compose a world that we reg-
ularly inhabit, but that is not the only world that is available to us. Human
beings can also compose worlds of their own making — castles in the air that
minimise or hide the defects that we encounter in the scenes that surround
us, and that give people and situations and things an increased measure of
grace. The world of mind-independent objects is (like all bodies) com-
posed of rational, sensitive, and inanimate matter, but we do not have
nearly the same kind of control in that world to make events go our way.
By contrast, bodies that consist mostly of rational matter are much more
receptive and amenable. Imaginary worlds thereby offer an increased level
of satisfaction and enjoyment: we can craft such worlds to our liking, and at
turns we can sit back and watch with excitement as their active and
engaging inhabitants take on a life of their own. Cavendish writes:

The Brain is the Elysian fields; and here

All Ghosts and Spirits in strong dreams appeare.
In gloomy shades sleepy Lovers doe walke,

Where soules do entertain themselves with talke.
And Heroes their great actions do relate,

Telling their Fortunes good, and their sad Fate;
What chanc’d to them when they awak’d did live,

** Cavendish (1671: to1). ¥ Cavendish (1653c: 148-149).
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Their World the light did great Apollo give;
... But those that strive this happy place to seek,
Is but to goe to bed, and fall asleep.*®

Our fancies, which in verse, or prose we put,

Are Pictures which they draw, . . .

And when those fancies are both fine, and thin,
Then they ingraven are in seale, or ring . . ..
When we of childish royes doe thinke upon,

A Fayre may be whereto those pegple throng,
And in those szalles may all such knacks be sold;
As Bels, and Rattles, or bracelets of Gold.

Or Pins, Pipes, Whistles are to be bought there,
And thus within the Head may be a Fayre.
When that our braine with amorous thoughts doth run,
Are marrying there a Bride with her Bride-groom.
And when our thoughts are merry, humours gay,
Then they are dancing on their Wedding day.>”

In an imaginary world, we encounter interesting objects and persons, along
with their desires and motivations and goals.”® These can be quite compel-
ling, Cavendish supposes, and in some cases they provide us with a level of
engagement that is higher than what is offered by the bodies of the actual
world — bodies that consist predominantly of sensitive and inanimate
matter.

However odd the view might appear to be at first glance, what
Cavendish is proposing here is not especially controversial. We might
consider for example the level of pleasure or fulfilment that individuals
seem to secure from getting immersed in a book or play, or some other
fictional realm. A person might encounter a significant amount of frustra-
tion in their day-to-day life — for example in their job, or in a personal
relationship — and the person might look forward to moments in their day
that provide an escape. Such an individual might be visibly impatient to
return to a book in which they have been immersed, and look forward with
eagerness to their next respite. Or a person might be attending a family
reunion or other potentially toxic event, and they are excited at the
prospect of becoming lost again in a story that is loyally awaiting them.
Or a person might be in an unhappy marriage. Or they might live in
a province where not much is going on, and they imagine for themselves
a life that they think they deserve but that is different from the life in which
they have landed. For example, we might identify with the character Belle

3¢ Cavendish (1653d: 141-142). 7 Cavendish (1653a: 164).  ** See also Bowerbank (1984: 405).
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from the story Beauty and the Beast; if we do, we are allowing that the world
of books and imagination can in some cases be a godsend.

These sorts of case are of course familiar from experience, and Cavendish
would expect as much:

Fancy [is] the Ground whereon the Poetical aery Castles are built. There is
no such sweet and pleasing Compagnion as Fancy, in a Poetical head.”

Cavendish creates and inhabits imaginary worlds herself, and she also uses
such worlds to advertise the degree to which a well-developed imagination
can provide delights that have no parallel. Indeed, in some of her more
fictional writing we find the following expressions of view:

[Clan there be more Happiness than Pease and Plenty? [Clan there be more
Happiness than in the Repose of the Mind and Contemplations of
Thoughts?*°

[TThe greatest pleasures that can be in Fruition, I take in Imagination: for
whatsoever the sence enjoys from outward objects, they may enjoy in inward
thoughts. For the mind takes as much pleasure in creating of Fancies, as
Nature to create and dissolve, and create Creatures anew: For Fancy is the
Minds creature, & imaginations are as several worlds, wherein those
Creatures are bred and born, live and dye; thus the mind is like infinite
Nature.*

In this latter passage, Cavendish is presenting us with a scenario in which
an individual — the Lady Contemplation — has nurtured and developed her
faculty of imagination to the point that the offerings of the outside world
cannot compare.

Cavendish clearly subscribes to the view (4) that imaginary worlds are
extremely pleasurable to experience and inhabit. One of the reasons that
they can be such a source of pleasure for an individual is that (5) they allow
us to stake out and indulge in lives with which we identify but that the
actual world has precluded. There are tremendous satisfactions that come
with inhabiting an imaginary world: they are lively and attention-getting,
and they allow us to partake of enjoyable configurations of bodies that
mind-independent matter will not be exhibiting any time soon. Imaginary
worlds also allow us to depict trajectories that we are interested to pursue
but that our circumstances and surroundings have blocked from us. This
last point is especially pressing, and as we have seen Cavendish emphasises
it in the epilogue to Blazing World and in its prefatory section, “To all
Noble and Worthy Ladies’. The scenario that she crafts in Blazing World is

3 Cavendish (1655b: 205).  *° Cavendish (1662f: 248).  # Cavendish (1662b: 184).
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one in which a seventeenth-century woman can participate with others in
a serious and sustained dialogue about philosophy, science, politics, and
other important matters. Except in extremely unusual circumstances,*
these topics were the exclusive province of men in the seventeenth century,
and so Cavendish constructs an alternative world in which such a dialogue
can occur — but not between a woman and human men, but instead
between a woman and bear-men, worm-men, and ape-men, among others.
These non-human men have no reservations about engaging intellectually
with a woman; unlike the men on the actual-world earth, they do not rule
out a platform in which a woman is a member of the community of
contributors. At one point in the story, the main character even sends
a message back to earth in one last attempt to consult with the philosophers
there, but they still want nothing to do with her. She seeks counsel from
‘the soul of one of the most famous modern writers, as either of Galileo,
Gassendus, Descartes, Helmont, Hobbes, H. More, etc.’, but she hears
back that ‘they would scorn to be scribes to a woman’.* Part of what
Cavendish is highlighting with the structure and layout of the faraway
Blazing World is that the properties and features of an individual are to
a significant degree a function of the behaviour of the beings that surround
it. If someone like Cavendish is going to be a philosopher who is part of the
community of philosophical interlocutors, or a scientist, or a medical
doctor, or a priest, or a barrister who interacts with juries or judges or
political figures, her success will, to a large degree, be due to the way that
her audience and community receives her. The tight relationship between
the properties and features of a being, and the behaviour of the beings that
surround it, is in play across the board:

[N]o seeds can produce of themselves if they be not assisted by some other
matter, which proves, that seeds are not the prime or principal Creatures in
Nature, by reason they depend upon some other matter which helps them in
their productions; for if seeds of Vegetables did lie never so long in a store-
house, or any other place, they would never produce until they were put into
some proper and convenient ground: It is also an argument, that no
Creature or part of Nature can subsist singly and precised from all the

** For example, Queen Elizabeth I of England (1533-1603) was a powerful military leader and an
impressive scholar, but she was also seen by her audience as part of a family line that received
authorisation and sanction from God. Other rare examples were Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia and
Queen Christina of Sweden — intellectuals who were highly placed nobles and who were able to
engage in a correspondence with Descartes. Cavendish would be right to suppose that the
circumstances of these women were extremely uncommon.

“ Cavendish (1668e: 89).
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rest, but that all parts must live together; and since no part can subsist and
live without the other, no part can also be called prime or principal.**

Here Cavendish is calling attention to the particular case in which a seed
does not become a plant unless the bodies that surround it behave in
a particular way. Then she generalises to a view about the mutual inter-
dependence of creatures more generally.* The soil might berate the seeds
for lacking the wherewithal to sprout a tree in times of drought, but that
would be absurd if the soil itself depended just as much on bodies whose
behaviour was less shifting.

4 Worlds of Imagination as Social Critique

Cavendish holds that men, women, and all other beings depend for their
properties and features on the behaviour of the bodies that surround them.
She also supposes that women are extremely capable individuals but that
much of their potential and ability is not allowed to develop because of
differences in support that prop up men and women. She is clear that in
principle women are capable of quite a lot:

There will be many Heroick Women in some Ages, in others very
Propheticall; in some Ages very pious, and devout: For our Sex is won-
derfully addicted to the spirits. But this Age hath produced many effemi-
nate Writers, as well as Preachers, and many effeminate Rulers, as well as
Actors. And if it be an Age when the effeminate spirits rule, as most visible
they doe in every Kingdome, let us take the advantage, and make the best
of our time, for feare their reigne should not last long; whether it be in the
Amazonian Government, or in the Politick Common-wealth, or in flour-
ishing Monarchy, or in Schooles of Divinity, or in Lectures of
Philosophy, or in witty Poetry, or any thing that may bring honour to our
Sex.*¢

[A]s for Learning, that I am not versed in it, no body, I hope, will blame
me for it, since it is sufficiently known, that our Sex is not bread up to it, as
being not suffer’d to be instructed in Schools and Vniversities; I will not say,
but many of our Sex may have as much wit, and be capable of Learning as
well as Men; but since they want Instructions, it is not possible they should
attain to it; for Learning is Artificial, but Wit is Natural.*’

Cavendish also speaks in other texts about the ways in which the seven-
teenth-century reality that confronts her is not as accommodating to the
pursuits and goals of women as it is to the pursuits and goals of men.

* Cavendish (1668a: 40-41). ¥ See Cunning (2016: 147-150).
46 Cavendish (1653b: unnumbered). %7 Cavendish (1668b: unnumbered).
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In some of these texts, as in the above, she repeats that the climate for
women has been so hostile that it is true that women do not have the same
capacities as men: they are denied the relevant training and expertise.
In “To the Two Universities’, at the start of Philosophical and Physical
Opinions, she writes:

I here present the sum of my works, not that I think wise School-men, and
industrious, laborious students should value my book for any worth, but to
receive it without a scorn, for the good incouragement of our sex, lest in time
we should grow irrational as idiots, . .. through the carelesse neglects, and
despisements of the masculine sex to the effeminate, thinking it impossible
we should have either learning or understanding, wit or judgement, as if we
had not rational souls as well as men, and we out of a custom of dejected-
nesse think so too, which makes us quit all industry towards profitable
knowledge being imployed onely in loose, and pettie imployments, which
takes away not onely our abilities towards arts, but higher capacities in
speculations, so as we are become like worms that onely live in the dull earth
of ignorance, winding our selves sometimes out, by the help of some
refreshing rain of good educations which seldom is given us; for we are
kept like birds in cages to hop up and down in our houses, not sufferd to fly
abroad to see the several changes of fortune, and the various humors,
ordained and created by nature; thus wanting the experiences of nature,
we must needs want the understanding and knowledge and so consequently
prudence, and invention of men: thus by an opinion, which I hope is but an
erronious one in men, we are shut out of all power and Authority by reason
we are never imployed either in civil nor marshall affaires, our counsels are
despised, and laught at, the best of our actions are troden down with scorn,
by the over-weaning conceit men have of themselves and through
a dispisement of us.**

In other texts Cavendish makes a related but very different point about the
relative abilities of women and men. She suggests that one of the reasons
that women do not have the same abilities as men is that in many cases
what it is for a being to have an ability is in part a function of the attitude of
the beings in its environment. For example, a person might be a skilled and
well-trained attorney, but if judges and juries do not receive the person as
an authority, and do not take seriously the person’s arguments and offer-
ings, there is an important sense in which the person does not in fact have
the ability to be an attorney. In the Introduction to her Playes, Cavendish
captures just this sort of situation:

4 Cavendish (165se: unnumbered).
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1. GENTLEMAN. This Play that I would have you go to, is a new Play.

2. GENTLEMAN. But is there newes in the Play, that is (is there new wit, fancyes, or
new Scenes) and not taken out of old storyes, or old Playes newly translated?

I. GENTLEMAN. | know not that, but this Play was writ by a Lady, who on my
Conscience hath neither Language, nor Learning, but what is native and
naturall.

2. GENTLEMAN. A woman write a Play! Out upon it; out upon it, for it cannot be
good, besides you say she is a Lady, which is the likelyer to make the Play
worse, a woman and a Lady to write a Play; sigh, sigh.

3. GENTLEMAN. Why may not a Lady write a good Play?

2. GENTLEMAN. No, for a womans wit is too weak and too conceived to write a Play.

I. GENTLEMAN. But if a woman hath wit, or can write a good Play, what will you
say then?

2. GENTLEMAN. Why, I will say no body will believe it, for if it be good, they will
think she did not write it, or at least say she did not, besides the very being
a woman condemnes it, were it never so excellent and [r]are, for men will
not allow women to have wit, or we men to have reason, for if we allow them
wit, we shall lose our prehemency ... %

Here Cavendish is sketching a case in which the deliverances and judge-
ment of the surrounding community are in charge of whether or not the
talents and skills of an individual are able to find expression. Whether or
not someone writes plays that are performed and published is no doubt
a function of the offerings of the playwright, but only in part. We might
consider more contemporary cases that are just as easy to envision —
a woman who is highly trained in business, politics, or medicine, but
who does not come across as sufficiently authoritative to a customer or
citizen or patient; an Asian-American who is a seriously talented actor but
who cannot get a role in a movie except as a caricature, if that is what
audiences are primed to see; a highly trained African-American carpenter
who has trouble getting hired to build a backyard fence or deck if that
means leaving him with a key to enter the house during the day; a man who
seeks to be a nanny, but who is in competition with a large pool of women
applicants who come across to parents as more viable caretakers; or a figure
like Mersault in Camus’s The Stranger, who would have easily secured
acquittal by self-defence if he had not come across as such an outsider.’®

* Cavendish (1662a: unnumbered). See also Cavendish (1655f: unnumbered). Cavendish says there
that ‘wise learned men think it a discredit to discourse learnedly to ignorant women, and many
learned men speak most commonly to women, as women do to children nonsense, as thinking they
understand not any thing ...” See also the discussion in Lewis (2001: 350-351).

> Mersault is the main character in The Stranger; an Arab individual attacks him with a knife, and
Mersault has an opportunity to walk away from the scene relatively unharmed, but he pursues his
assailant and kills him. Given the relative social and political capital of Arabs and French citizens at
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In all of these cases, there are the motions that take place on the side of the
agent, and there are the motions that take place in the surrounding world
that receives him. Cavendish is pointing out that our ability to live a life
with which we identify is a function of both kinds of motion and that,
depending on the case, the second kind of motion is more amenable to
some than to others.

Cavendish is no doubt correct that human beings can secure
a significant amount of satisfaction and fulfilment from being immersed
in an imaginary world. We might worry though that there is something
funny about the prospect of indulging in an imaginary world if our reason
for so doing is that the actual world has prevented us from pursuing
a trajectory to which we aspire. If we long for that trajectory in real life,
but are blocked from it, we might better be described as giving up, or
settling. There is a lot of pleasure that comes from getting lost in a book or
story, to be sure, but the main character in such a story is usually not us,
and the plot is not the unfolding of a life that we have been denied. If we
immerse ourselves in zhat sort of story, the worry continues, our experience
would be one of longing and despair. But Cavendish would disagree here,
I think. As we have seen, part of her ambition in the creation of Blazing
World was to express a side of herself that would otherwise be stifled. She
adds more generally:

[Slince all Heroick Actions, Publick Employments, as well Civil as Military,
and Eloquent Pleadings, are deni’d my Sex in this Age, I may be excused for
writing so much.”

Cavendish creates imaginary worlds, and records them in writing, in part
to express corners of her self that would otherwise lie dormant, but at the
same time she is exercising a kind of agency in documenting a record of the
reasons why particular trajectories have been blocked from her (and
others). In her free-standing philosophical monographs, she emphasises
that women are often prevented from pursuing a desired trajectory as
a result of the unwelcome reception of their environment. In her more
fictional work, she does the same thing by fashioning alternative worlds in
which the corresponding obstacles are absent and in which women flour-
ish. In some texts, she is fairly matter-of-fact and descriptive in laying out
the difficulties that women face. In others she is rather furious, and for

the time and place that the scene is set, under normal circumstances a jury would have been likely to
acquit Mersault on grounds of self-defence. In the course of the trial, however, he comes across as
wholly unrelatable — as an outsider — and he is found guilty of murder.

*' Cavendish (1671: unnumbered).
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good reason. In the preface to Worlds Olio, she presents an exaggerated and
satirical statement of the view that women are inherently incapable and
incompetent:

To speak truth, Men have great Reason to give us no share in their
Governments; for there is great difference betwixt the Masculine Brain
and the Feminine; ... for Nature hath made Man’s Body more able to
endure Labour, and Man’s Brain more clear to understand and contrive,
than those of Women; and as great a difference there is between them, as
there is between the longest and strongest Willow, compared to the stron-
gest and largest Oak. Though they be both Trees, yet the Willow is but
a yielding Vegetable, not fit nor proper to build Houses and Ships, as the
Oak, whose strength can grapple with the greatest Winds, and plow the
Furrows in the Deep. It is true, the Willows may make fine Arbours and
Bowers, winding and twisting its wreathy stalks about, to make a Shadow to
eclipse the Light; or as a leight Shield to keep off the sharp Arrows of the
Sun, which cannot wound deep, because they flye far before they touch the
Earth. Men and Women may also be compared to the Black-Birds, where
the Hen can never sing with so strong and loud a Voice, nor so clear and
perfect Notes, as the Cock; her Breast being not made with that strength to
strain so high: Even so Women can never have so strong Judgment, nor clear
Understanding, nor so perfect Rhetorick, to speak Orations with that
Eloquence, as to Perswade so forcibly, to Command so Powerfully, to
Entice so subtilly, and to Insinuate so gently and softly into the Souls of
men . ... Women have no strength nor light of Understanding, but what is
given them from Men. This is the Reason why we are not Mathematicians,
Arithmeticians, Logicians, Geometricians, Cosmographers, and the like.
This is the Reason we are not Witty Poets, Eloquent Orators, Subtil
Schoolmen, Excellent Chymists, Rare Musicians, Curious Limners. This
is the reason we are not Navigators, Architects, Exact Surveyers, Inventive
Artizans: This is the reason why we are not Skilful Souldiers, Politick
Statists, Dispatchful Secretaries, or Conquering Caesars; and our
Governments would be weak, had we not Masculine spirits and
Counsellors to advise us . . .>*

As we have seen, Cavendish does not hold literally that women have no
strength or light of understanding except what is given them by men.
Indeed, it is not clear that anyone could hold #hat view. As we have seen,
Cavendish holds instead that many women have as much wit as men, that
“There will be many Heroick Women in some Ages’, and that women are
denied heroic actions and public employments ‘in this age’, and not for
eternity and as a result of an inferior nature. She is clear that the reason why

’* Cavendish (1655c: unnumbered).
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women ‘are never imployed either in civil nor marshall affaires, [is that] our
counsels are despised, and laught at, the best of our actions are troden
down with scorn, by the over-weaning conceit men have of themselves and
through a dispisement of us’.

In Blazing World, Cavendish constructs a scenario in which a woman is
an authoritative interlocutor in science, philosophy, and other fields in
which women had been denied a prominent role, and as she reveals in its
epilogue, she took great pleasure in constructing that world and witnessing
it unfold. Obstacles that are present for women on earth are absent on the
Blazing World, and in their place are the kinds of support that prop up
men on earth but that those men take for granted. In Bell in Campo,
Cavendish constructs a scenario in which the wife of a military general
leads an army of women that takes over a difficult battle, defeats the enemy,
and then rescues the ‘masculine’ army from defeat. The main character,
Lady Victoria, uses her wits to seize an armoury of weapons, and she and
her women soldiers crush the enemy after strategically manoeuvring them
into a compromised position.” In The Female Academy, Cavendish con-
structs a scenario in which women create an educational institution that
does not allow men as students, and the women thrive and flourish.
The men in the local community become quite upset, and they appear at
the windows of the academy playing trumpets to interfere with any
attempt on the part of the women to study and learn. The distraction is
successful, and the men conclude that they were right all along that it is not
in the nature of women to be scholars or intellectuals.’* All of these worlds
are quite entertaining to explore, but they also allow an individual to put
on record the details of lives with which they identify, and to document for
the record the reasons why those lives have been precluded from them.”

Cavendish supposes that all beings depend for their properties and
features on the behaviour of the bodies that surround them. She crafts
alternative worlds in which women are affected by a change in their
context, and we can easily imagine worlds that are similar but that tinker
with the calibration of the circumstances that apply to men. For example,

 Cavendish (1662c: esp. 587-631). See also Cunning (2016: 226-232).

> Cavendish (1662d: esp. 664-679).

5> Cavendish would no doubt add that if we create and distribute a written record of the fictional worlds
that we author, and if those worlds come to fruition, we increase our individual chance at being
remembered in history and securing fame. Cavendish holds that one of the primary motivators of
human behaviour is the desire for fame. (See for example Cavendish 1668h: 75—77, and Boyle 2006:
251-289.) It is interesting to note that, given her metaphysics of imagination, Cavendish supposes that
the imagistic versions of ourselves that continue to exist in the minds of others are active and animated
bodies that are a legitimate stand-in for the versions of ourselves that existed in real life.
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we might craft a world in which the bulk of consumers and decision-
makers believe that men are not to be taken seriously as scientists, politi-
cians, businesspeople, attorneys, or philosophers, but instead are more
viable as stay-at-home parents, support staff, and caretakers. Alternately,
we might craft a world in which a brilliant mathematician like Emmy
Noether is able to practise her craft as an adolescent and teenager, full-
speed ahead, rather than having to navigate a number of landmines that
put off her career until much later.’ In this imaginary world, Noether has
the resources and time to create a mathematical model that helps to
discover the cure for cancer, or a new method for increasing the availability
of food. Rather than dip deeper and deeper into the barrel of the talent pool
of men, we can easily imagine ways in which Noether and other women
would have changed the world. Whether we are motivated by a sense of
justice, or by mere self-interest, such a story might get our attention and
facilitate the elimination of the social and other barriers that kept someone
like Noether or Cavendish from becoming a more effective difference-
maker.

s Imaginary Worlds as a Model and Guide for Change

Cavendish crafts a whole spectrum of worlds, and she encourages us to do
so as well. The collection of such worlds might be a tremendous pleasure to
inhabit, but it might also provide a catalogue of models for how an
alternative social reality might look: each might help to highlight the
reasons and causes that ground the situation that we are actually living,
and each might also showcase a vivid example of how things would be

5 Emmy Noether was a mathematician born in 1882 in Erlangen, Germany. She audited classes in
mathematics at the University of Erlangen and the University of Gottingen, when neither university
would allow her to enroll as a student. In 1904 the University of Erlangen did allow women to enroll,
at which time Noether took the exam to become a doctoral student in mathematics. She passed, and
then received the PhD in Mathematics in 1907. Noether sought a faculty position, but no university
would hire her, and so she continued to do research in an unpaid capacity. In 1919, with the support
of Albert Einstein and David Hilbert, she was granted permission to give lectures at the University of
Gottingen, but again without pay. She began to receive a small salary ac Géttingen in 1922, and then
in 1933 she moved to the United States, where she was a professor at Bryn Mawr College until her
death in 1935. Noether was a brilliant mathematician. In 1918, she demonstrated two theorems that
are central both to general relativity theory and to elementary particle physics; one of these is known
as ‘Noether’s Theorem’. In 1932, she was awarded the very prestigious Ackermann-Teubner
Memorial Prize in mathematics. She gave lectures at the Institute for Advanced Study at
Princeton University, and she was the plenary speaker at the International Mathematical
Congress in Zurich in 1932. Noether is responsible for some extraordinary achievements, but at
the same time it is horrific to think of what could have been for her and for other women in history,
had the world not been so eager to block their trajectories.
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different if those reasons and causes were eliminated and replaced with
something else. In the very targeted way that she constructs her own
fiction, it would be shocking if Cavendish did not subscribe to the view
(6) that imaginary worlds are of benefit because they are in a position to
offer an immediate, revolutionary, but unthreatening picture of how the
actual world might be transformed for the better — along with a vivid and
lively representation of the obstacles that would need to be removed for
that picture to become a reality. As she had said in the epilogue to Blazing
World, an imaginary world can offer a very different picture of how things
might be, and without leading to violence, unrest, or destruction. As she
puts it, ‘Neither have I made such disturbances, and caused so many
dissolutions of particulars . ..” Imaginary worlds do not involve a lot of
change to the configurations of the (mind-independent) bodies of the
actual world, and so they would be less threatening for other reasons as
well. They might even ready our minds to see as viable and thinkable a kind
of change that we would resist if we had to meet it head-on. The creation
and dissemination of imaginary worlds might take more time to result in
reform, but other routes to change are not especially quick either.
Cavendish herself was fairly conservative in terms of her politics: she did
not recommend revolutionary upheaval of any kind, perhaps due to her
experience as a witness of the civil war in England, or perhaps due to
a recognition that the facts on the ground are often such that radical change
puts off the cause further still.”” The imaginary worlds that she constructs
provide a vivid and engaging model for how things could be different, and
a map of the obstacles that stand in the way. Cavendish does not simply
dissolve into one of the lives that her environment and context make
available to her; she exercises a kind of agency in taking a stand and making
a record of the lives that she would live instead. She secures pleasure and
fulfilment from so doing, and she also provides a vision of how things
might look if the relevant obstacles were all of a sudden to vanish.

*7 See for example Cavendish (1671: 138-139); Sarasohn (2010: 36, 196-197); James (2003: ix-xxix); and
Cunning (2016: chapter eight).



CHAPTER 11

Mary Astell’s Malebranchean Concept of the Self
Jacqueline Broad

1 Introduction

The main purpose of this chapter is to examine the metaphysical concept of
the self at the heart of Mary Astell’s feminist philosophy." Astell (1666-1731)
is now best known as one of the first English feminists, as well as an astute
critic of John Locke, a Tory political pamphleteer, and an Anglican apolo-
gist. She was also a philosopher. In her feminist works, she urged her female
readers to think deeply about the nature of the self and its relationship to the
external world. Some scholars suggest that Astell upholds an orthodox
Cartesian idea of the self as a non-bodily thing, whose essence consists solely
in thinking. In what follows, I draw on textual evidence to challenge that
view. [ argue instead that Astell has a notion of the self more in keeping with
the unorthodox Cartesianism of her contemporaries, the French philosopher
Nicolas Malebranche and his English follower John Norris.

The self features as a central concept in Astell’s first feminist treatise,
A Serious Proposal to the Ladlies, Parts I and II (originally published in 1694
and 1697, respectively). The key strategic goal of this work is to encourage
women to take the time for self-improvement through proper training,
meditation, and study. To effect this, she recommends the establishment
of an all-female academic retreat removed from the hurry and noise of
everyday life. In this retreat, she says,

' ITwould like to acknowledge the generous assistance of the Australian Research Council (ARC Future
Fellowship FTo991199) and the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research, both of whom
provided financial support for the writing of this chapter. I would also like to thank participants in
the ‘Early Modern Women on Metaphysics, Religion, and Science’ conference at the University of
Groningen, the Netherlands, in March 2016, and especially the main organiser of that event, Emily
Thomas. An earlier version of this chapter was given at the conference. I am also extremely grateful to
participants in the ‘Mary Astell Workshop’ at the 16th Symposium of the International Association of
Women Philosophers (IAPh), at Monash University, Melbourne, in July 2016, including Lisa
Shapiro, Karen Detlefsen, and especially Anik Waldow, who presented a commentary on a shorter
version of this chapter. Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to Emily Thomas and an
anonymous reviewer, for their excellent comments on an earlier draft.
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No solicitude in the adornation of your selves is discommended, provided
you employ your care about that which is really your se/f; and do not neglect
that particle of Divinity within you, which must survive, and may (if you
please) be happy and perfect when it’s [sic] unsuitable and much inferiour
Companion is mouldring into Dust. (Astell 2002: 52-3)

This religious notion of the self features in Astell’s calls for her fellow
women to cultivate proper se/flove; it is present in her advice about how to
achieve spiritual se/f-preservation; and it is there in her recommendations
about how to attain justified se/festeem. On the whole, it is only through
careful self-reflection, she suggests, that women can gain knowledge of
what is truly good for them — and thereby attain happiness both in this
world and in the afterlife.”

Despite the prominence of Astell’s concept of the self, few scholars have
attempted to define it or to spell out her theory of the mind or the soul.
(I will follow Astell’s usage here by treating the ‘self’, ‘mind’, and ‘soul’” as
interchangeable terms.) Some commentators have pointed to the fact that
Astell’s feminist philosophy is predicated upon Cartesian dualism and
a commitment to the Cartesian idea of the self as a thing whose essence
consists solely in thinking.’ But few have noted that Astell radically departs
from the orthodox Cartesian position by denying perfect knowledge of the
self. In his Sixth Meditation, Descartes declares that ‘simply by knowing that
I exist and seeing at the same time that absolutely nothing belongs to my
nature or essence except that I am a thinking thing, I can infer correctly that
my essence consists solely in the fact that I am a thinking thing’ (1984b: 54).
Contrary to Descartes, Astell explicitly says that we cannot have a distinct
idea of the entire essence or nature of the self. In her first publication, the
Letters Concerning the Love of God (originally published 1695), she says ‘T have
no clear Idea of that which is properly my self’ (Astell and Norris 2005: 88).
In the second part of her Proposal, she further declares that ‘we can’t Know
the Nature of our Souls Distinctly’ (Astell 2002: 173). Then, in her longest
work, The Christian Religion, as Professd by a Daughter of the Church of
England (originally published in 1705), she says that the mind ‘can’t give me
a full and satisfactory account of my own nature’ (Astell 2013: section 17).
Even though Astell modifies and refines her position in various texts, she
consistently denies the Cartesian view that we can have a distinct idea of the
self as a thing whose essential nature consists solely in thinking.

* On Astell’s ethical thought more generally, see Broad 2015.
? See Bryson (1998); Gallagher (1988); Kinnaird (1979); Perry (1985); Perry (1986); Sowaal (2007);
Sowaal (2009); and Springborg (200s).
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The following questions thus arise: what is the self, according to Astell?
Does she adopt a coherent position on the nature of the self? Or do her core
feminist insights — her recommendations concerning self-love, self-
preservation, and self-esteem — depend upon a hopelessly obscure and
indeterminate metaphysical concept?

I propose to answer these questions by carefully examining Astell’s
notion of the self and the role that it plays in her feminist arguments.
I demonstrate that despite her denial that we can have a distinct idea, like
Malebranche and Norris she allows that we can have direct awareness of
the self and its operations through immediate consciousness. I maintain
that while Astell’s Malebranchean notion of the self is not a wholly
adequate metaphysical foundation for her theological views concerning
the soul’s immateriality, immortality, and freedom of will, it neverthe-
less suffices for the practical moral and feminist purposes of her Proposal.
On the whole, I think that a close examination of Astell’s notion of the
self is valuable for showing that she holds a far more subtle, sophisti-
cated, and surprisingly modern concept than scholars have hitherto

acknowledged.

2 Astell’s Concept of the Self

In the 1970s, Joan Kinnaird emphasised that Astell’s feminism was
indebted to ‘a radical consciousness of self founded in Cartesian meta-
physics (Kinnaird 1979: 61). From this new philosophy of the ‘thinking
self’, she says, Astell was able to derive a ‘new conception of the mind’s
essential independence’, one that enabled her to argue in favour of
women’s natural moral and intellectual competence (Kinnaird 1979: 62,
60). In the 1980s, Catherine Gallagher likewise argued that Astell was one
of many seventeenth-century women who were inspired by Descartes’
dualism ‘to assert their intellectual equality with men; for if, as Descartes
argued, mind has no extension, then it also has no gender’ (Gallagher 1988:
34). Gallagher points out that Astell sees the mind ‘in explicitly Cartesian
terms’ as ‘a matterless substance identical with the subject’ (Gallagher 1988:
34). Along similar lines, Astell biographer Ruth Perry notes that Astell’s
‘belief in an immaterial intellect which had no gender and which was the
essential feature of all human nature, was the base upon which she built all
the rest’ (Perry 1985: 491). With the rise of Cartesian dualism, Perry
observes, ‘nothing could be argued from physiology’ and ‘women’s repro-
ductive capacity could no longer be held against them’ (Perry 1985: 473).
Then, in the 1990s, Cynthia Bryson maintained that Astell’s feminism was
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‘grounded on her understanding of Cartesian dualism’ (Bryson 1998: 40).
Bryson asserts that Astell was attracted to Descartes because ‘he clearly
separates the gendered body from the nongendered “disembodied mind”,
which Astell identifies as the true “self”” (Bryson 1998: 54). In the twenty-
first century, similar views have persisted in the literature.*

On the whole, I think these commentators are right to note that Astell
regards the mind or the soul as the self. In her view, the thing that I refer to
as ‘me’, ‘myself’, or ‘T is undoubtedly a thinking thing. She frequently calls
on other writers to be ‘either Philosophers or Christian enough to take the
Soul for Self (Astell 1704: 24), or to recognise that ‘the mind . . . is truly the
self (Astell 2013: section 274). In response, however, I would like to
propose two qualifications.

First, I think it is important to note that, for Astell, in this lifetime the
soul or the mind is always intimately united and joined to a living human
body. ‘Human nature is indeed a composition of mind and body’, she says,
‘which are two distinct substances having different properties, and yet
make but one person’ (Astell 2013: section 272). We can be certain that
this is so, even if we cannot know Aow these two substances are conjoined,
because we can know and feel their union within us.” In this lifetime,
moreover, it is apparent that our minds can never attain complete separa-
tion from our gendered bodies and the bodily influences of sensations,
passions, and appetites.® According to Astell, then, we are always subject to
the vagaries of our bodies and we can never attain the ideal of a ‘disembo-
died’ mind.

Second, it is important to recognise that while Astell thinks that we can
have knowledge of the existence of something in us that thinks — she
sometimes calls this ‘Spiritual or Thinking Substance’ (Astell 2002:
183) — she denies that we can have knowledge of the entire essence of that
thing. Astell markedly diverges from Cartesian orthodoxy in this respect.”

IS

See Sowaal (2007 and 2009). I have also discussed Astell’s concept of the self (in brief) in Broad
(2002, chapter 4); Broad and Green (2009, chapter 12); and Broad (2015, chapter 4).

In her Proposal, Astell says that: “We know and feel the Union between our Soul and Body, but who
amongst us sees so clearly, as to find out with Certitude and Exactness, the secret ties which unite two
such different Substances, or how they are able to act upon each other?” (Astell 2002: 148).
In The Christian Religion, she says ‘neither do I comprehend the vital union between my soul and
body, nor how and in what manner they are joined, though I am sure that so it is’, (Astell 2013:
section 62).

¢ On this topic, see Broad (2017); Broad (2015: 85); O'Neill (1999: 242); and Atherton (1993: 30).

In her Stanford Encyclopedia entry on Astell, Alice Sowaal is one of the few scholars to concede this
point. She notes that ‘Astell differs from Descartes ... in maintaining that we have clear but not
distinct (or perfect) ideas of God and souls. She holds that though we can know some of the
attributes of these substances, we cannot know their true natures’, Sowaal 2009.

~
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Descartes maintains that we can have a clear and distinct idea of the self or
soul as a thing whose essence consists solely in thinking, but Astell
explicitly denies that we can have a clear and distinct idea of the whole
essence or nature of the self. In short, although she never says so in precisely
these terms, she is committed to the view that we cannot know that
thought is our only essential property, for we do not have a distinct idea
of our essence.

The main textual evidence for this viewpoint can be found in
Astell’s second Proposal. But her earliest remarks on the topic appear in
her correspondence with the Malebranchean philosopher John Norris
from 1693 to 1694. In her third letter to Norris, dated 12 December 1693,
Astell confesses ‘T have no clear Idea of that which is properly my self, nor
do I well know how to distinguish its Powers and Operations: For the usual
Accounts that are given of the Soul are very unsatisfactory’ (Astell and
Norris 2005: 88). Norris responds in wholehearted agreement: “We do not
know our Souls here by any Idea of them,’ he says, ‘(as not seeing them yet
in GOD) but only by Consciousness or interiour Sentiment, which is the
reason that the Knowledge we have of them is so imperfect’ (Astell and
Norris 2005: 94). While God grants us knowledge of the essence of bodies
through our clear and distinct ideas, our knowledge of our own souls is
confined to what we experience occurring within them. This is the case
because if God had given us a clear and distinct idea of the soul’s essence,
we would be so enraptured and preoccupied with it that we would neglect
our bodies and fail to preserve them. Yet God did not make human beings
to think of nothing but themselves.

In explication of these views, Norris provides Astell with translations of
relevant passages about the soul from Nicolas Malebranche’s Médirations
chrétiennes et métaphysiques [Christian and Metaphysical Meditations) of
1683. He also refers her to Malebranche’s views in his De la recherche de
la vérité [Search after Truth] of 1674—s5 (see Astell and Norris 2005: 94—6).
In Book Three, Part II, chapter 7 of the Search, Malebranche says that ‘if
we had an idea of the soul as clear as that which we have of the body, that
idea would have inclined us too much to view the soul as separated from
the body. It would have thus diminished the union between our soul and
body’ (Malebranche 1997a: 239).® Instead, he says,

we do not know [the soul] through its idea — we do not see it in God; we

know it only through consciousness, and because of this, our knowledge of it

8 For further details on Malebranche’s concept of the soul, see Schmaltz (1996); Pyle (2003); and Jolley
(2000).
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is imperfect. Our knowledge of our soul is limited to what we sense taking
place in us. If we had never sensed pain, heat, light, and such, we would be
unable to know whether the soul was capable of sensing these things,
because we do not know it through its idea. (Malebranche 1997a: 237)

In the Letters, Norris relates these same Malebranchean ideas to Astell.
He tells her that all the modifications of our spirit must be learnt by
‘inward Sentiment’ and ‘can no more be made known by Words to those
that have not felt them than Colours can be described to a Man that is
blind’ (Astell and Norris 2005: 95). If we did know our souls perfectly,
then we could know what modifications they were capable of simply by
inspecting our idea of the soul, without need of experience; but we
cannot. Like Malebranche, Norris holds that we can have only an
inner sensation or an intuitive grasp of the soul. This direct, immediate
experience informs us that the self is whatever it is that thinks, wills,
imagines, senses, and feels.”

In response to Norris, Astell says T am exceedingly pleas’d with
M. Malbranch’s Account of the Reasons why we have no Ideas of our
Souls’ (Astell and Norris 2005: 103). Not surprisingly, in her later works,
she reiterates both Norris and Malebranche’s views concerning our lack of
self-knowledge.” In her first Proposal, published at the same time as the
Letters in 1694, she echoes Norris and Malebranche when she tells her
readers that if they had but ‘a clear Idea’ of the soul, then ‘as lovely as it is,
and as much as you now value it, you wou’d then despise and neglect the
mean Cuse that encloses it’ (Astell 2002: 54).

In the second part of the Proposal, however, somewhat contrary to her
earlier remarks, Astell declares that ‘we may have a Clear, but not a Distinct
and Perfect Idea . . . of our own Souls’ (Astell 2002: 173). At this point, we
might wonder why Astell goes from declaring that we can have 70 idea or
no clear idea of our souls, to the view that we can have a clear idea but not
a distinct one? An answer can be found in Astell’s formal definition of an
idea in general, and then in her definition of clear and distinct ideas, first
put forward in the second part of her Proposal.

Generally speaking, according to Astell, an idea can be defined as simply
an ‘immediate Object of the Mind, whatever it Perceives’ or whatever it is

? ‘How ignorant soever she may be of her self,” Norris says in Part II of his Essay, the soul ‘cannot but
be conscious of what passes within, of what she does, or of what she feels done to her, of Thoughts
and Sentiments’ (Norris 1704: 279).

' In her Proposal, Astell does not explicitly acknowledge their views about lack of self-knowledge, but
she does refer to their works. For references to Norris, see Astell (2002: 77-8); to Malebranche, see
Astell (2002: 24). She also cites verbatim from Malebranche’s Search after Truth in Astell (1996a: 21-2).
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thinking. But in a stricter sense, an idea can be taken to mean ‘that which
represents to the Mind some Object distinct from it’ (Astell 2002: 168).
On this stricter, narrow understanding of ‘idea’, it follows that we can have
no idea of the self, because we can never represent the self as an object
distinct from itself. So when Astell says that ‘we may have a Clear, but not
a Distinct and Perfect Idea . . . of our own Souls’ (Astell 2002: 173), I think
she is affirming that we can have only a clear idea of the self in that first
general sense of an idea as an ‘immediate Object of the Mind, whatever it
Perceives’. She allows that some of the properties and attributes of the soul
‘may be Certainly and Indubitably Known’, given our immediate aware-
ness or consciousness of them within us (Astell 2002: 173). But she denies
that we can have an idea of the self in the restricted sense of an idea as ‘that
which represents to the Mind some Object distinct from it’ (Astell 2002:
168). In short, I interpret Astell as saying that from our internal subjective
perspective, we are always going to have a limited and impoverished
understanding of what the soul is — we will only ever get those phenom-
enological experiences of thinking, willing, feeling, and sensing — we can
never step outside the self and get the complete picture, as it were.

This reading is confirmed by Astell’s subsequent appeal to Descartes’
notion of clear and distinct ideas in his Principles of Philosophy of 1644
(Astell 2002: 172). In this work, Descartes defines a clear idea as that which
is ‘present and accessible to the attentive mind — just as we say that we see
something clearly when it is present to the eye’s gaze and stimulates it with
a sufficient degree of strength and accessibility’ (Descartes 1985b: 207-8).
Likewise, Astell suggests, just as objects are seen clearly when they are
present to our sight and our eyes are disposed to focus on them, so too do
we have a clear idea of our selves to the extent that we are ‘present’ to our
selves and disposed to bestow our attention on its properties and
attributes.”” We can certainly know, according to Astell, that we have
certain faculties within us that possess certain powers and capacities. Our
faculty of understanding has the capacity for ‘Receiving and Comparing
Ideas’ (Astell 2002: 205); while the faculty of the will has a ‘deliberative and
directive Power’ for preferring and pursuing certain thoughts, or avoiding
and denying others (Astell 2002: 80). We learn this from direct personal
experience of these powers and capacities. But we do not have a distinct
idea of the entire essence of the self, in Astell’s view, because in order to do

" More specifically, in her Proposal II, she notes ‘we say we see Objects Clearly, when being present to
our Eyes they sufficiently Act on ’em, and our Eyes are disposed to regard ’em’, and then in her next
sentence she affirms we may have a clear but not a distinct idea of our souls, Astell (2002: 172-3).
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so we would have to have an idea ‘which is so Clear, Particular, and
Different from all other things, that it contains not any thing in it self
which appears not manifestly to him who considers it as he ought’
(Astell 2002: 172; my italics). That is to say, we cannot have a particular
idea of the self as a distinct thing that can be abstracted from our thinking,
willing, feeling, sensing, and so on, about every other object in our minds.
And so, this is why she says that ‘we can’t Know the Nature of our Souls
Distinctly’ (Astell 2002: 173).

This line of reasoning is ingenious for taking Descartes’ own criteria of
certainty — clear and distinct ideas — and turning them against his assertion
that we can know the entire nature of our souls distinctly. To be consistent,
Astell implies, Descartes ought to have conceded that we can never have
a distinct idea of the soul as a thing whose essence consists solely in
thinking, given that by his own lights a distinct idea is a perception that
is ‘so sharply separated from all other perceptions that it contains within
itself only what is clear’ (Descartes 1985b: 207-8). We never have
a perception of the self that is ‘so sharply separated from all other
perceptions’.

Of course, here a Cartesian might point out that all our ideas differ in
terms of their ‘objective reality’ — their representational content or
intentional objects — so a Cartesian might think that we could have
a distinct idea of the self with a different objective reality or representa-
tional content to that of our other ideas: it’s just the idea of the thing
that’s doing the thinking. From a Malebranchean standpoint, however,
I think that Astell would reply that we never really have a representation
of ‘what the soul is’ over and above our thinking, willing, feeling, and
sensing about its objects. This is what she means when she says we have
no distinct idea of the soul.

Following her denial that we can have a distinct idea of the soul, Astell
further remarks that,

where our Knowledge is Distinct, we may boldly deny of a subject, all that
which after a careful Examination we find not in it: But where our
Knowledge is only Clear, and not Distinct, tho’ we may safely Affirm
what we see, yet we can’t without a hardy Presumption Deny of it what
we see not. (Astell 2002: 173)

It follows from these claims that Astell thinks even though we may safely
affirm all that we ‘see’ of the soul — that it is a thinking, willing, feeling, and
sensing thing — we are in no position to determine dogmatically about the
entire nature of the soul or about what the soul 7s 7oz. In short, we are not
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entitled to affirm that ‘absolutely nothing else belongs to my nature or
essence except that I am a thinking thing’ (Descartes 1984b: 54). Later in
the Proposal, Astell reaffirms that we cannot have a complete idea of the
soul’s essence when she claims that prying into God’s essence is ‘an
insufferable presumption in Creatures who are ignorant of their own’
(Astell 2002: 210). In The Christian Religion, Astell likewise claims that
her mind ‘can’t give me a full and satisfactory account of my own nature’
(Astell 2013: section 17). In a section headed ‘Knowledge of ourselves and the
world , she suggests that to know ourselves, we must be ‘acquainted with
the weaknesses and the excellencies of human nature’ (Astell 2013: section
225). But in the next section she warns that our knowledge of that nature
will only ever be imperfect, given that ‘we have no idea of the noblest part
of us’ (Astell 2013: section 226).

And thus we can see that Astell has a rather thin or weak metaphysical
concept of the self. Of the experienced self, we can affirm that it has certain
capacities and powers — that it is capable of perceiving, willing, feeling,
sensing, and so on — but we cannot affirm anything about its entire essence
or about what it is zoz. This limited notion introduces some significant
problems for the moral theology underlying Astell’s feminist proposal.
In particular, it raises a concern about whether or not her core feminist
insights — about self-love, self-preservation, and self-esteem — depend upon
a hopelessly obscure and indeterminate idea. Astell herself says that we
should not ‘make use of any Word, which has not a Distinct Idea annex’d
to it’, and we should be wary of those words that have only ‘loose and
indeterminate’ ideas joined to them (Astell 2002: 171). The self would
appear to be such a word in her philosophical vocabulary. By drawing
heavily upon the concepts of self-love, self-preservation, and self-esteem,
there is the danger that Astell undermines her own feminist arguments.
To address this difficulty, let us now turn to those arguments.

3 Self-love, Self-preservation, Self-esteem

Throughout her works, Astell is careful to distinguish between excellent
and proper self-love, on the one hand, and vicious, mistaken, and improper
self-love, on the other (see Astell 2002: 63, 98, 135, 164, 185, 227).
The custom of the world, she says, deceives women into thinking they
should be in love with their bodies — the animal, mechanical part of their
human persons — and not their minds. As a consequence, women throw
a great deal of time away on dressing themselves, on looking in the mirror,
and on concerning themselves about fleeting outward appearances. In the
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Proposal, Astell’'s main purpose is to get women to look inward and to think
about improving their true selves — their immaterial souls — for the sake of
attaining virtue and everlasting happiness. We must ‘divest our selves of
mistaken Self-love” (Astell 2002: 164), she says, and learn ‘what is truly to
Love our selves’ (Astell 2002: 211). To do this, we must wish well toward our
minds — we must bestow good upon them and not our bodies. This involves
engaging in meditation and study in order to cultivate a virtuous disposi-
tion toward the true and the good. From Astell’s viewpoint, the woman
who has proper self-love strives to make herself a better person, to improve
her understanding, and to attain excellence of character. She does not
bestow her love and attention on the material aspects of her nature.

Nevertheless, if we cannot affirm anything about the soul’s complete
essence, or about what it is 7oz, we might wonder if Astell is too quick to
urge women to turn from the love of their bodies. Without a distinct idea
of its entire nature, we cannot affirm with any certainty that the self is 7oz
essentially human, both a mind and a body; and, for all we know, the soul
could be metaphysically dependent upon the body for its very existence.

In a crucial section of her Christian Religion (section 229), Astell
attempts to refute a similar viewpoint — Locke’s famous ‘thinking matter’
hypothesis — with an argument for the claim that the mind and body are
distinct. Her argument closely resembles Norris’s probabilistic argument
for the real distinction in his Theory of the Ideal and Intelligible World
(1704). Like Norris, Astell appeals to a complete idea of the body as
extended being and then argues that we can have a complete idea of
thinking being that has no dependence upon this idea of extended being.
She points out that we have ‘no way to judge of things but by their ideas, or
to distinguish #his from zhat, but by the distinction and difference of ideas’
(Astell 2013: section 229). It therefore follows that because we can conceive
of a thinking being (my mind) existing at the same time that we can
conceive of an extended being (my body) nor existing, we may conclude
that thinking being and extended being are distinct and of different
natures.

It is evident, however, that Astell is not really entitled to assert that we
can have a ‘complete idea’ of thinking being insofar as ‘complete’ is
opposed to merely ‘partial’.”” It is true, I may have a rather clear intuitive
grasp or inward consciousness of my self — I might have an ‘idea’ in that
looser, wider sense that Astell employs to refer to any perception or

' In the relevant passage of her Christian Religion, Astell stipulates that a complete idea is ‘opposed to
abstraction, or a partial consideration of an idea’ (Astell 2013: section 229).
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thought in the mind. I might have vivid phenomenological experiences of
my self perceiving some truth, or willing some good to my self, and feeling
both pleasure and pain. But by the lights of Astell’s own philosophy, from
the inner consciousness of these experiences, I can only ever become aware
of part of my nature, I can never have a distinct idea of my self separate and
distinguished from all other perceptions. Because I do not have a distinct
idea of the self, there is much that is still hidden from me; in short, I have
only an imperfect knowledge of my nature or essence. It is possible,
therefore, that I might turn out to be essentially human, and that
I might be justified in loving both my mind and my body."”

Similar difficulties arise for Astell’s concept of self-preservation.
According to Astell, John Locke’s moral-political law of self-preservation
is indeed a ‘Fundamental Law of Nature’, but only if we ‘take the Sou/ for
Self (Astell 1704: 24). She urges her readers to be wary of ‘the bare meaning
of self-preservation, ‘at least if you have any regard to real Self-Preservation,
and think your Souls of greater moment than your Lives or Estates” (Astell
1996b: 141-2). In a significant passage of The Christian Religion, she
specifically directs her remarks against Locke’s Two Treatises definition,
asking her readers,

What then is self-preservation, that fundamental law of nature, as some call
.14 . ..

it," to which all other laws, divine as well as human, are made to do
homage? And how shall it be provided for? Very well; for it does not consist
in the preservation of the person or ‘composite’, but in preserving the mind
from evil, the mind which is truly the self, and which ought to be secured at
all hazards. It is this ‘self-preservation’ and no other, that is ‘a fundamental
sacred and unalterable law’. (Astell 2013: section 274)

In Astell’s opinion, it's important to preserve the mind from evil, because
this is the true self that God will eventually hold morally accountable for its
actions. Because the mind is an immaterial being, we can know that it is
naturally immortal: it is without parts and therefore by its own nature
incorruptible, ‘it must always be the same individual being, and can never
cease to be’ (Astell 2013: section 229). Depending upon its actions, then,
the soul might be bound for either eternal misery or eternal happiness.

" To be fair to Astell, in The Christian Religion, she does offer further arguments in favour of the mind-
body distinction, see Astell (2013: sections 226—31), some of which comport better with her denial of
perfect self-knowledge. I thank an anonymous referee for bringing this point to my attention. Here
my purpose is only to demonstrate that her Malebranchean concept of the self undermines a crucial
premise of her section 229 real distinction argument against Locke.

" In his Two Treatises, Locke defines self-preservation as ‘this fundamental, sacred, and unalterable
law’, (Locke 1988: I1.149). My references to the Two Treatises are to treatise and section number.
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It follows from the law of self-preservation, according to Astell, that
women as well as men have a right to preserve their immaterial and
immortal souls from eternal misery — from sin and damnation — through
their own efforts. For this reason, they must be given the support they need
to improve their reasoning skills and to hone their capacity for practical
moral judgement.

Once again, however, it is not clear that Astell’s stance here is justified.
If we cannot deny of the soul ‘all that which after a careful Examination we
find not in it’ (Astell 2002: 172—-3), it would appear that we cannot affirm
with any metaphysical certainty that I am 7o essentially human and
therefore not liable to corruption and decay. In short, if we have no idea
of the self as wholly immaterial by nature, then it is not clear that Astell is
entitled to argue against Locke’s concept of self-preservation as the pre-
servation of life, limb, liberty, and estate. The self might turn out to be
mortal and perishable after all.

Finally, Astell’s Malebranchean notion of the self also has consequences
for her all-important moral concept of self-esteem. In her view, even the
‘Humblest Person that lives has some Self-Esteem’ (Astell 2002: 233). Self-
esteem is that feeling that arises whenever we value or admire ourselves on
the basis of some good qualities we possess. If we value or admire those
qualities that do not truly belong to the self — such as our outward beauty,
our wealth, or our material possessions — then this is not true self-esteem.
Once again, the problem for women is that the custom of the world teaches
them to value themselves on their outward accomplishments alone.
In response, Astell says: ‘Let those therefore who value themselves only
on external accomplishments, consider how liable they are to decay, and
how soon they may be depriv’d of them, and that supposing they shou’d
continue, they are but sandy Foundations to build Esteem upon’ (Astell
2002: 111). She calls on her fellow women to cultivate justified self-esteem
instead: ‘since we will value our selves on somewhat or other,” she says,
‘why shou’d it not be on the most substantial ground?” (Astell 2002:
232-3).” For her, justified or legitimate self-esteem involves valuing our-
selves upon something that #7u/y belongs to our souls — those accomplish-
ments that depend upon the free exercise of our will.”® She thus urges
women to ‘assert [their] Liberty’, and to use their wills to acquire
a ‘Firmness and strength of Mind’ through their intellectual efforts

' On Astell’s notion of justified self-esteem (also known as ‘generosity’), see Broad (2015: 95-101); and
Ahearn (2016).
' On a similar emphasis in Descartes’ writings, see Shapiro (2008).
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(Astell 2002: 120, 121). ‘It is in your power to regain your Freedom,” she
says, ‘if you please but endeavour it’ (Astell 2002: 121).

The difficulty, however, is that without a distinct idea of the entire
essence of the self, we can never know whether or not we are free to will the
things that we do. For all we know, this partially hidden, mysterious self
might be controlled and determined by equally mysterious outside forces;
our strong internal sense of our freedom of will could turn out to be
deceptive. God, for example, might necessitate everything that I choose,
affirm, pursue, reject, deny, and avoid; even though it might feel as if  am
the one in control of these everyday operations of the will, that could be an
illusion.”

4 The Self’s Natural Powers and Capacities

And so we might ask: does Astell’s Malebranchean notion of the self under-
mine the main feminist purpose of her Proposal? If there is no substance
(literally) underlying her key notions of self-love, self-preservation, and self-
esteem, do her feminist arguments collapse as a result?

I think the answer to both questions is No. While Astell’s limited notion
of the self is rather lacking in strong metaphysical support, it nevertheless
suffices for the practical purposes of her feminist treatise. In the Proposal, as
we have seen, Astell’s main practical goal is to get women thinking about
their true selves in order to cultivate a disposition toward virtue and
happiness. Toward this end, she encourages every woman to begin with
the one indubitable truth about themselves — that they are capable of
thought. ‘All may 7Think,” she says, everyone ‘may use their own Faculties
rightly, and consult the Master who is within them’ (Astell 2002: 168)."®
By looking inward, women will come to see that they have ‘the best
Director’ for their moral conduct in their own minds — that is, in their
capacity for natural reason. ‘I call it natural’, Astell says, ‘because I shall not
send you further than your Own Minds to learn it’ (Astell 2002: 166). Even
the most dull and foolish of women can ask herself: ‘Can [I] Think and

7 Andrew Pyle raises similar objections against Malebranche’s assertion that his inner consciousness of
self provides ‘enough to demonstrate its immortality, spirituality, freedom’ (Malebranche 1997a:
239). Pyle doubts that these ontological theses can be founded on phenomenological experience
alone, noting that ‘Malebranche’s departure from Descartes leaves him wide open to sceptical attack.
If my notion of the soul is just “whatever it is in me that thinks and feels”, even if I can show that it is
non-material, it is hard to provide plausible grounds for the orthodox theological conclusions’ (Pyle
2003: 207).

Later, in her Christian Religion, Astell likewise says ‘That we all zhink, needs no proof’ (Astell 2013:
section 229).
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Argue Rationally about a Dress, an Intreague, an Estate? Why then not
upon better Subjects? The way of Considering and Meditating justly is the
same on all Occasions’ (Astell 2002: 160).

One of the main purposes of Astell’s female academy is to take women
out of the hustle and bustle of the external world, in order to look inward
and recognise that they have this natural capacity. ‘Nature teaches us
Logic’, she says, ‘which all who reflect on the Operations of their own
Minds will find out ’em selves’ (Astell 2002: 189). In this retreat, she says,
‘by that Learning which will be here afforded, and that leisure we have, to
enquire after it, and to know and reflect on our own minds, we shall rescue
ourselves out of that woful incogitancy we have slipt into, awaken our
sleeping Powers and make use of that Reason which God has given us’
(Astell 2002: 95). The academy’s curricula will help women to think more
clearly, to follow careful rules for thinking, and to purify their minds from
the passions, and from the love and desire of material things. Its main
purpose will be to ‘fix all our Attention on ... things of the greatest
moment’, so that our minds are not busied or struck with ‘/izzle things’
(Astell 2002: 218).

In sum, even though a woman might not have a distinct idea of her self,
she can nevertheless have direct internal awareness of her own powers and
capacities. The crucial act of awakening ‘our sleeping Powers’ requires only
an inner awareness that we have those powers; it is not necessary to have
a distinct idea of the essence of the self as a wholly thinking thing. Using
these powers, a woman might then proceed to improve her natural capacity
for reason through training and study. Every woman can maintain the
‘Empire of [her] Reason’, according to Astell, simply through an exercise of
the will: a decision to focus her attention on the right things (Astell 2002:
218, 221). By attentively engaging in the search for the true and the good,
a woman might perfect her capacity for practical moral judgement and
come to cultivate a virtuous disposition of character.

At this point, a persistent critic might object: but what if a woman is
convinced that she is essentially human, and that her preservation consists
in sleeping, eating, and drinking her life away? And what if she strongly
believes that the soul is 7oz immortal? Why should she love and esteem only
her thinking self? Why shouldn’t she also eat, drink, and be merry, for
tomorrow she will die? Along similar lines, we might also doubt the mind’s
capacity to freely bestow its attention upon ‘things of the greatest
moment’. It might turn out to be the case that all my thoughts and actions
are necessitated by external forces over which I have no control. What then
becomes of that ‘Natural Liberty’ within us (Astell 2002: 201): perhaps it is
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merely a chimera? It would appear that without a full-blooded metaphy-
sical concept of the soul — as a wholly essentially immaterial, immortal
substance — Astell’s consciousness-raising loses some of its prime motiva-
tional force.

In response, Astell would say every reasonable woman must act upon the
conjectural probability that she is an immaterial, immortal being, capable
of exercising her free will. In this lifetime, she points out, when it comes to
the matter of attaining virtue and happiness for our selves, we are fre-
quently obliged to act on the basis of moral rather than metaphysical or
‘Mathematical Certainty’ (Astell 2002: 150). Metaphysical certainty pro-
vides us with an indubitable, self-evident, ‘scientific’ demonstration of
what is the case; whereas moral certainty provides us only with truths
that are simply ‘unreasonable’ to doubt, though we might be psychologi-
cally capable of doubting them (Astell 2002: 150).

The assertion that ‘T have free will’ is a case of moral certainty: I might be
able to doubt that I am really free, but I nevertheless feel this freedom within
me. ‘“We are conscious of our own Liberty,” Astell says, ‘who ever denies it
denies that he is capable of Reward and Punishments, degrades his Nature
and makes himself but a more curious piece of Mechanism’ (Astell 2002: 148).
It is therefore unreasonable to doubt our freedom of will. Likewise, it would
appear that we cannot have metaphysical certainty of the immortality of the
self. Yet, when it comes to the matter of attaining everlasting happiness for
our souls, we are necessarily obliged ‘to Act presently’, according to Astell
(Astell 2002: 178-9). The case of self-preservation is one of those ‘Cases in
which we may sometimes be forc’d to Act only on Probable Grounds’ (Astell
2002: 179). We must choose, as Pascal would say, because to 70¢ make a choice
is tantamount to risking the destruction of the soul.” A reasonable person
must see that the most prudent course of action is to behave as if the real self
were an essentially immortal, immaterial thing, capable of living beyond the

death of the body.

s Conclusion

It cannot be denied that Astell’s metaphysics of the self raises certain
difficulties for her ideas concerning the soul’s natural immortality and
freedom wilfully to pursue the good. But her concept of the self is never-
theless remarkable for its subtlety and sophistication. As we have seen,

" These ideas are further spelt out in Astell (2013: section 41), in the context of discussing whether or
not to accept the Bible as the word of God. On Astell and Pascal, see Broad (2015: 57-60).
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Astell’s claim that ‘we cannot know the nature of our souls distinctly’
follows logically and consistently from Descartes’ notion of clear and
distinct ideas. It also anticipates David Hume’s conception of the self in
his Treatise of Human Nature of 1738. ‘For my part, when I enter most
intimately into what I call mysel;, Hume says in that work, ‘T always
stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or
shade, love or hatred, pleasure or pain. I never can catch myselfat any time
without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception’
(Hume 2007: 165). In Hume’s observation that ‘I never can catch myself’
and ‘nor have we any idea of se/f (Hume 2007: 165, 164), we find echoes of
Astell's own Malebranchean sentiments. Writing several decades before
Hume, Astell’s main innovation on this thesis was to show her fellow
women that, despite their limited, imperfect knowledge of the self, they
could still use an internal awareness of their powers and capacities to raise
themselves toward perfection.
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CHAPTER I2

Goodness in Anne Conway’s Metaphysics

Sarah Hutton

[TThe goodness of God is communicated and multiplied by its own
nature
(Conway, trans. 1996: 13)

[‘Bonitas enim Dei e propria natura sua communicativa est &
multiplicativa’
(Conway, repr. 1998: 94)]

The reason why we call a thing good is that it really or apparently
pleases us on account of its similarity [unitatem vel similicudinem] to
us, or ours to it . . . the reason why we call or think something is good
is that it benefits us [quod nobis beneficiat] and that we participate in
its goodness [quodque participes fiamus bonitatis ejus]

(Conway, trans. 1996: 47, Conway, repr. 1998: 182)"

1 Introduction

Goodness is a central component of Anne Conway’s philosophical system
by virtue of the fact that for Conway the first cause of all being, God, is
inherently good.” As a defining attribute of God, goodness qualifies the
relationship between the uncreated first cause and created being. Goodness
of creatures is therefore something which created things share with God,
something in virtue of which they are like God. However, in Conway’s
system the divine goodness communicated to all created beings is no

" Conway’s text was first published posthumously in Latin, Conway (1690), then translated into
English Conway (1692). Latin quotations are taken from the parallel-text edition, by Peter
Loptson, Conway, repr. (1998). Quotations in English come from the modern translation by
Allison Coudert and Taylor Corse, Conway, trans. 1996. However, I have silently amended the
translation where necessary. Occasionally I quote the 1692 English translation, where it seems more
appropriate. These quotations are taken from the same Loptson edition.

This paper was first given at the conference ‘Early Modern Women on Metaphysics. Science and
Religion’ organised by Emily Thomas at the University of Gronignen. My thanks to her for inviting
me and to the participants for their comments.

* On Conway’s philosophy, see Broad (2002) and Hutton (2004b).
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guarantee of perfection, since sui generis created things are less perfect than
their cause, and therefore liable to fall away from the good. Thus Conway’s
metaphysical system is not without problems. She faced the classic problem
of reconciling the imperfections of God’s works with the goodness and
justice of the creator. Her solution appears to make a virtue of those very
imperfections, by grounding the possibility of recovery in the changeability
of created things, and making suffering the catalyst for recuperating
original goodness. In this chapter, I want to explore the role of the good
in her philosophical system, in order to show how divine goodness gives
meaning or purpose to everything in existence, securing things for the best.
I shall focus on three key aspects of Conway’s account of goodness: her
claim that created things manifest the goodness of their creator, that the
dynamic of the created world is creatures’ capacity for good, and that this is
integral to the unifying principle of love which unites created things.
I argue that Conway’s conception of goodness is primarily metaphysical
rather than moral, grounded in the goodness of God and manifest as god-
likeness achieved by participation in divine goodness.

Although Conway’s account of the dynamics of goodness within her
system is very much her own, what she offers is a fundamentally Platonist
account of metaphysical goodness.” Like Plato, she provides no systema-
tic treatment of the basic principles of ethics which would underpin the
norms of behaviour. Nor does she offer an account of the life of virtue, or
the good life in a moral sense. Though we can say that, like Plato, she
gives an account of living well, in accordance with one’s true nature.
The good life, for Conway, is grounded in an all-encompassing meta-
physics where the first cause is also a transcendent principle of all good-
ness, that is to say God, whom we could describe in Platonic terms as ‘the
Form of the Good’. Since all things owe their existence to God, this
transcendent principle of all goodness, encompasses the whole of created
nature and everything in existence has some degree of the divine goodness
and perfection.

In the following chapter, I shall first argue that the religious allu-
sions in her work do not justify interpreting her account of the good as
primarily moral. I then move to consider her overt statements about
divine goodness and the goodness of created things. I outline her
account of the relationship of God to created things in her Principia

? In his introduction to her Principles Van Helmont says she studied both Plato and Plotinus.
As a pupil of Henry More, Conway is associated with the philosophers now known as the
Cambridge Platonists, through whom she would have further exposure to Platonism. For further
details on their and Conway’s Platonism see Hutton (2004b).
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philosophiae, focusing on the distinctive features of divine goodness as
she conceives it: its communicability and its inherent disposition to
increase. I shall then discuss her account of how goodness is manifest
in nature as godlikeness, which provides a dynamic of decline and
regeneration for her ontology of created things. I shall highlight three
aspects of the good in nature which contribute to the causal efficacy of
goodness in achieving godlikeness: resemblance, benefit, and participa-
tion. I conclude by indicating the Platonic underlay of her conception
of metaphysical goodness.

2 Theological Good

Anne Conway’s emphasis on divine goodness in her Principia philosophiae
antiquissimae ac recentissimae, and her use of religious terminology to
articulate her views, suggests that her philosophical focus on goodness is
religious and therefore moral. A religious reading of Conway’s philosophy
does seem to be warranted by her frequent references to Christ and
Christian teaching in the course of her discussion. This suggests that she
conceives goodness in Christian terms, or at least in terms compatible with
Christian teaching. God is a living God, loving and kind: the term she uses
for love is caritas (charity), also qualified as benevolent (benignus), and
bountiful (/iberalis), which are also expressed by means of the metaphor of
a loving father:

God is infinitely good, loving and benevolent. Indeed he is goodness and
charity it self, the infinite fountain, and ocean of goodness, charity and
benevolence (Conway 1996: 13)

(‘Deus enim infinite bonus est, amans atque benignus, imo ipsa bonitas
atque charitas, fons infinitus atque Oceanus bonitatis, charitatis atque
benignitatis’) (Conway 1998: 94)

Another overtly Christian feature of Conway’s Principia is that Christ
figures as the intermediary between God and created beings: the second
of the three species orders of being is ‘middle nature’ or ‘Christ’, and is
invested with unmistakably Christian attributes. Middle Nature is
described, inter alia, as the logos prophorikos or outgoing word of God.
Christ figures in her account as both sufferer and agent of redemption. It is
also clear that Christ’s redemptive role functions within a moral frame-
work, where created beings face the prospect of punishment for sin. There
is no question that the consequences of sin are pretty terrible, and that bad
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creatures are punished and suffer greatly. Their lot is ‘dolor atque tormen-
tum’, suffering and torment.*

However, Conway is unspecific as to the kind of behaviour that con-
stitutes sin, and which incurs punishment. She makes reference to ‘brutish’
behaviour, to ‘sin’ in general, and to the culpability of indifferent will. She
also offers a couple of biblical examples: sexual transgression would seem to
be one kind of sin (exemplified by the Sodomites), and disobedience to
God another (as in the case of the neighbours of Noah drowned in the
flood). But there is an insufficient number of examples given of sin from
which to infer a moral code or guide to the good life. The punishments for
sin are not as awful as they might be, because Conway denies the existence
of hell and the eternality of punishment (on grounds of equity). And, as it
turns out, these punishments are, in a sense, to be welcomed since ‘all these
punishments tend toward the good of the creatures’. Conway holds that
these punishments are ‘medicinal’ (Conway 1996: 38) and all suffering is
ultimately a healing process. Thus punishment is purposeful in the grand
scheme of things, because ‘all these punishments tend toward the good of
the creatures’. Furthermore, the more the suffering the quicker the
redemption: ‘the greater its suffering, the sooner its return and restoration’
(Conway 1996: 43). In theological terms, this harsh doctrine is mitigated
only by her adoption of extreme theodicy which entails repudiation of the
doctrine of hell as a state of post-mortem punishment, and subscription to
the idea of universal salvation (apocotastasis).

Within this Christian frame of reference, her conception of the universal
restoration of all things to their original purity is suggestive of the impact
of Origenist doctrine of universal salvation (apocatastasis).’ However,
this itself highlights the fact that her Christian beliefs were far from
orthodox. And, besides, her references to religion were not confined to
Christianity: she also refers to Islam and Judaism. Furthermore, she makes
some remarkable claims which challenge the ethical codes of these reli-
gions: in particular her view that all created things are in some sense alive,
even apparently inanimate things, such as stones; that goodness may be
predicated of all living things in the scale of nature, right down to the

* The term ‘dolor’ can mean both pain and suffering. The other term used in the Latin version of
Conway’s work is passio (as in Christ’s passion), i.e. suffering.

> Origen was an early Christian theologian and philosopher who made original contributions to ethics,
metaphysics, and the philosophy of religion. His Platonism and emphasis on free will were attractive
to Anne Conway’s immediate circle among the Cambridge Platonists, Henry More and Ralph
Cudworth. See Fiirst and Hengsterman (2012 and 2013); Hutton (2012); Hutton (1996). The
Cambridge Platonists were religious philosophers and proponents of practical ethics consonant
with a Christian life.
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infinitesimally small monads; that human beings are not uniquely the
focus of God’s law and providence. There is therefore little to suggest
that Anne Conway’s concern with goodness in her Principles is primarily
moral/ethical. This is not to say that moral conduct and ethical principles
cannot be inferred from what she says. Burt it is difficult to reduce
Conway’s discussion of goodness to conventional moral or spiritual cate-
gories. So, we need to be cautious about cashing out Conway’s conception
of goodness into the terminology of moral virtue or spirituality. While it is
undeniable that Christian conceptions of the good colour Conway’s con-
ception of goodness and her articulation of it, they are not, of themselves
sufficient to account for the role of the good in Conway’s philosophy. It is
probably more accurate to say that she held her understanding of the good
to be compatible with a Christian moral and religious outlook.

3 Communicable Goodness

To understand what Conway means by the good, we need to look beyond
the religious connotations of her treatise to the function of goodness in her
system, the ontological categories of which are God, Christ (or Middle
nature), and Creatures. (She also calls these categories species). In this
section I begin where she does, with God. The first thing to say is that
goodness holds an exalted place in a metaphysics where the primary
principle is God, and where goodness is constitutive of divine perfection.
Conway takes God’s existence as a given, but the God of her Principia is
not simply a first principle or first cause. Her ontology is predicated not
just on the existence of God, but on the nature of God. God’s nature is
manifested in his attributes, which, for Conway, are perfections. So,
Conway’s system is predicated on a perfect being (a position to be expected
from a student of Descartes and the Cambridge Platonists) whose perfec-
tions are expressed in the divine attributes. So, what are these perfections?
Her Principles opens with a list: the divine attributes include the traditional
theological attributes, omnipotence, omniscience, justice, goodness, etc.
But she prefaces her list of the divine attributes by less traditional attri-
butes, stating that God is a ‘spirit, life and light'. Among these, ‘life’ is
particularly important for her account of created nature, but pre-eminent
among the divine attributes are goodness and wisdom, which qualify the
execution of God’s will.

As a divine attribute, goodness is the good in an absolute sense. Indeed
Conway even calls it God’s ‘essential attribute’, which could be taken to
mean that it is pre-eminent among God’s attributes, as it were the defining
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attribute of God. Although Conway distinguishes goodness from the other
divine attributes, she often groups goodness with some of them in ways
suggestive of overlap. In clusters of this kind, goodness is brought into
conjunction with power and wisdom, with life, knowledge, love, and
power (Conway 1996: 45). In particular, justice and goodness, sometimes
seem to be synonymous. She holds further that these attributes are in some
sense living attributes (Conway 1996: 45).

In this connection, Conway also makes a distinction between those
attributes which are predicated of God alone (e.g. infinity, eternity, immut-
ability) and those attributes which may be shared by the works of God (e.g.
wisdom, justice, holiness, and goodness, also spirit and life) (Conway 1996:
45). These two groups of attributes are denominated respectively, ‘incom-
municable’ and ‘communicable’. The incommunicable attributes of God
include the attributes of infinity and immutability. Also self-subsistent
(‘per se subsistens’), independent (‘independens’), immutable, infinite,
most perfect (Conway 1996: 45). The only being possessed of those attributes
is God. Accordingly God’s works, i.e. created things, cannot be infinite and
immutable, for then they would be another God, or, as Conway has it, ‘if
a created thing were immutable by nature, it would be God” (Conway 1996:
29). The communicable attributes of God include Justice, Wisdom, and
Goodness. A key point about the divine attributes for Conway is that the
nature of God directly qualifies the effects of God, namely creation. She takes
as axiomatic that created things are like their creator: ‘(I]t is impossible that
the creatures should not in some Things be like their Creator, and agree with
him in some Attributes or Perfections’ (Conway 1998: 180—3). The attributes
of God are thus the key to understanding the truth about the nature of
things. She calls them ‘a treasure house stored with riches” from which ‘the
truth of everything can be made clear’ (Conway 1996: 44). It is the commu-
nicable attributes which provide the ‘treasure house’ from which ‘the truth of
everything’ can be deduced. So, if God is life, then all his effects (creation)
must be living. If God is wise, it follows that his effects (works) reflect his
wisdom. If God is good, the works of God must bear the stamp of divine
goodness. And the primary channel for communicating the divine attributes
is via the act of creation.

4 Expansive Goodness

Goodness, then, is one of the communicable attributes of God.
The goodness of created beings thus stands in special relation to the divine,
since it is derived from God. So, goodness in the created world is a kind of
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godlikeness. However, goodness is not the only kind of godlikeness, since
God has many attributes. So, there is a question of what is the special
character of goodness which distinguishes it from other communicable
attributes. One such feature of divine goodness (which it shares with divine
wisdom) is that goodness has a special role in creation. According to
Conway, creation results from an inner impulse of divine goodness and
wisdom. Another feature of God’s goodness, not apparently predicated of
other attributes, is that it is not just communicable, but it has the capacity
to increase:

[TThe goodness of God is communicated and multiplied by its own nature
(Conway 1996: 13)

[‘Bonitas enim Dei e propria natura sua communicativa est & multiplica—
tiva’ (Conway 1998: 94)]

The capacity to multiply seems to be a property which Conway attributes
only to goodness, and not to the other communicable attributes of God (or
at least she only explicitly connects it to goodness). The communicability
of goodness and its capacity to increase are not unrelated, since the only
way for divine goodness to increase is through creation. It would be
contradictory, Conway argues, for divine goodness to replicate itself,
since to multiply God’s divinity would be tantamount to creating in
many Gods:

For the goodness of God is communicated and multiplied by its own
nature ... since he is not able to multiply himself because that would be
the same as creating many Gods, which would be a contradiction, it
necessarily follows that he gave being to creatures from time everlasting,
or from time without number, for otherwise the goodness communicated
by God, which is his essential attribute, would be indeed be finite and could
be numbered in terms of years. Nothing is more absurd. (Conway 1996: 13.)

The Latin term ‘multiplicativa’ (‘multiplying’) chimes with the metaphors
of an overflowing fountain and an infinite ocean, to express the fecundity
of divine goodness. Divine goodness multiplies itself infinitely — as it were
outside itself, in creation. The communicated, or derivative goodness of
the created world is manifest sequentially, in time. And this necessarily
entails change (see below).

By means of the distinction between the communicable and incommu-
nicable attributes of God, Conway sets up a principle of likeness and
difference between God and creation, which serves to define the essence
of each. Their fundamental difference of properties (attributes) means that
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God and creatures do not share the same essence, but are ontologically
distinct species. (There are further properties of created things which
cement that distinction, of which more shortly.) The communicable attri-
butes are mediated by the intermediate species, Middle Nature or Christ,
which combines the attributes of both God and created nature.

It follows that the works of God, although /ike God in key respects, are
also unlike God in key respects. Thus, although God is most perfect, the
works of God are not perfect in the same kind. A non-theological way of
putting this: is that effects are not identical with their cause. The basic
principle of causality which Anne Conway employs is the principle that
any effect bears resemblance to its cause, or, if you will, the effect is
contained in the cause. This means that there must be some resemblance
or likeness between cause and effect. In Platonist terms, this is expressed as
a correspondence. She also uses the Platonist notion of participation, to
express the relationship between created things and their creator.®
Participation entails more than just a sharing of common properties, but
that they are derived by one from the other. This applies particularly to
goodness and truth: for something to have ‘a metaphysical Goodness and
truth, even as every Being is Good and True’:

I demand What is that Goodness and Truth? If it hath no participation with
any of the communicable Attributes of God, it will be neither Good nor
True, and so a mere Fiction. (Conway 1998: 177)

In causal terms, Conway’s account of the playing out of God’s attributes in
the world is also reminiscent of Plotinus’ emanative causation. The three
species of Conway’s system (God/Middle Nature/Nature) bear resem-
blance to Plotinus’ principal metaphysical categories of the one, intellect
and soul.”

s Good in Mutability

Turning now to God’s creation, or the third species of Conway’s system,
how is goodness manifested here? In particular, how does divine good sit in
relation to a different order of being, that is to say, a mode of being which is
unlike God. The first point to note is that by means of the communic-
ability/incommunicability distinction the third species or created nature of

¢ The idea of participatory causality is not captured in the Coudert/Corse translation which translates
‘participet’ as ‘shares’, nor in the 1692 translation which renders it ‘partakers of’.

7 In this period, the modern distinction between Platonism and Neoplatonism did not obtain.
Plotinus was regarded as the greatest interpreter of Plato.
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Conway’s system is differentiated from God in some respects, but like God
in others. Created nature shares some of the divine attributes but it is
differentiated from God by virtue of the fact that there are key attributes of
God which it lacks (e.g. omnipotence). In some respects, God’s creation
thus bears an attenuated resemblance to God, through the reduced number
of divine attributes which it shares. Created nature is also like God in the
respect that it is immaterial, which is the foundation of Conway’s monistic
view of substance.® However, created nature also has other properties not
found in God — what we might call its un-godlike characteristics — include
mobility, extension, and solidity or ‘crassness’. Among the un-godlike
properties of created nature, the key difference between God and creatures
is that God is unchanging and creatures are mutable. The mutability of
created things can be seen in inverse relation to divine immutability (an
incommunicable attribute of God). And in so far as the mutability of the
created world can be understood as a sequential expression of God’s
unchanging-ness, rather as the monads express divine singularity in an
infinite multiplicity of single units.

Since mutability is an essential property of Conway’s third order of
being, this third species is by definition a condition of instability.
Mutability has its physical aspect: change from refined, to less refined,
substance, expressed as acquiring or losing ‘grossness’, rather like water
congealing into ice, and melting ice becoming water (a metaphor which
Conway uses). Conway also defines mutability in terms of the good
(‘respectu boni’), as ‘a Power of changing ... ecither unto Good or
Evil ... [and] a Power to proceed from Goodness to Goodness’ (Conway
1998: 121). ‘It is the Nature of every Creature to be still in Motion, and
always to change from Good to Good, or from Good into Evil, or from
Evil again into Good” (Conway 1998: 169) and, ‘it is the nature of every
creature to be always in motion, and always changing from good to better
and from good to evil and from evil back to good” (Conway 1996: 42). I'll
return to the interrelationship of these kinds of change later.

But mutability per se is not an evil or an imperfection. Although it is an
attribute of created being which marks the difference in substance between
creatures and the creator, it is part of God’s works, to which the goodness
of God is communicated. Every creature is good when first created, and
every creature qua creature is mutable. Importantly, mutability is also

8 Since she calls God ‘spirit’, one must assume that this substance is a kind of spirit. Conway denies the
existence of matter, but allows that created substance may assume some of the properties normally
associated with matter.
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positive by virtue of its being the means by which creatures may increase in
perfection. For it is their capacity for change which makes it possible for
things to become more perfect. And they may do so to infinity, because
there is no limit to goodness: ‘God created every creature good, so that it
might in its own mutability by continual augmentations, be moved
towards the good in infinitum’’ Furthermore, the possibility that the
goodness of creatures may increase infinitely means not just that creatures
may be restored to the perfection of their original creation, but that they
will exceed that perfection:

All creatures ... must be changed and restored after a certain time to
a condition which is not simply as good as that in which they were created,
but better. (Conway 1996: 42)

The mutability of creatures is, therefore, essential to the perfectibility of the
created world, for without it creatures could not increase in perfection.
Mutability is thus an instrument for both manifesting the divine goodness
communicated to the world, and for increasing goodness. In fact, as just
noted, Conway holds that through change (change for the better), good-
ness can increase to infinity.

Mutability does, however, have negative consequences, because muta-
ble creatures may change for the worse, and fall away from good.
So change/mutability is not the cause, but the means, by which creatures
diminish in perfection. Furthermore, creaturely goodness cannot be
reduced to nothing. It is impossible for created things to lose goodness
entirely, and become totally evil, because that would entail becoming
utterly unlike God. Even the most degenerate creature retains an element
of goodness (‘All creatures bear some resemblance to their creator, even in
their fallen state’, Conway 1996: 43). Any diminution in goodness is
ultimately mitigated by the fact that mutability carries with it the possi-
bility of change for the better, because it makes possible the restoration to
their original perfection of those creatures which have fallen away from

the good:

Every body has activity and motion in itself so that it can move itself
wherever it wants to be [mutability], I claim that every body has in its
own nature, as it was originally created and will be once again, will return to
its primordial state and be freed from that confusion and vanity to which it
is subjected on account of sin. (Conway 1996: 41)

My translation. Latin: ‘quamlibet Creaturam creaverit bonam, & ita quidem, ut in mutabilitate sua
continuis augmentis ad bonam provehi queat in infinitum ...’ (Conway 1998: 142, cf. Conway
1998: 32).
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It therefore follows that restoration is inevitable:

[Slince a creature cannot proceed infinitely toward evil nor fall into inac-
tivity or silence or utter eternal suffering, it irrefutably follows that it must
return toward the good. (Conway 1996: 43)

Thus the potential which mutability makes for falling away from goodness
does not inhibit the over-all tendency of all things towards the good
(thereby vindicating the justice of God). Just as change/mutability makes
it possible for things to degenerate, so also it makes it possible for them to
recuperate their goodness and regain their original purity. Indeed, change
enables things to continue to improve in infinitum. To this we might also
add that the mutability of created nature introduces radical contingency
which ensures that the system of the world is not deterministic. This means
that God is absolved from responsibility for creatures falling away from
good towards evil. Thus to fall away from it is to become less like God, and
to change from evil to good is to become more godlike. The cycle of
mutability is therefore a cycle in which creatures move up and down a scale
of godlikeness. What determines where we are on that scale is what we
might call our ‘goodness’ quotient.

6 The Shape of Goodness

Conway’s explanation of how recuperation is possible brings us to an
unusual feature of her conception of natural goodness: her claim that the
mutability of individual creatures entails change in physical constitution as
well as a change in inner disposition (‘qualities and conditions of his mind’,
Conway 1996: 33)."° These changes, Conway holds are interconnected,
for there is a correspondence between external shape/constitution and
inner disposition, such that the structure of a thing expresses its goodness,
and does so in such a way that its appearance varies according to the degree
of goodness so displayed. Thus the physical constitution of a thing (crea-
ture) expresses its relative goodness, or lack of it, and vice versa. Given
Conway’s substance monism, change in the physical constitution or
appearance of things does not involve change of substance, but change in
mode. And given that all things, like God, are immaterial, these changes
are manifested as becoming less or more immaterial through the acquisi-
tion or shedding of more material properties (e.g. ‘grossness’). Both change
of disposition and change of substance occur in concert with one another.

® For a discussion, see Lascano (2013).
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In this way, physical change registers increases or decreases in perfection, as
the goodness of an individual creature increases or diminishes. Thus the
relative goodness of a creature has ontological consequences: brutish
behaviour demotes a creature to the physical shape of an animal, whereas
angelic behaviour can elevates a man to the level of the angels:

But if someone lives neither an angelic nor a diabolical life but rather
a brutish or animal life, so that his spirit is more like the spirit of beasts
than any other creature . .. he also (at least as regards his external shape)
changes his corporeal shape into that species of beast to which he is most
similar in terms of the qualities and conditions of his mind. (Conway

1996: 36)

Conway’s most famous example of a creature capable of achieving a higher
order of being is the good horse, which by successive and repeated good
behaviour may progress up the ontological scale and become human
(chapter VI, section 6).

One way of thinking about this kind of change is that it entails either
a loss or acquisition of volatility or mobility: for good creatures are softer
(molles) and more capable of acting, whereas the dense or ‘thicker’ con-
stitution of degenerate creatures limits their capacity to act. This is the
import of her statement that when liberated from ‘grossness or crassness’
a spirit becomes both ‘more spiritual’ but also ‘more active and operative’
(‘magis activus et operativus’). On this view, at one end of the spectrum of
living things angels can move with facility, whereas stones do not have
much scope for action, even though they are in some sense (a reduced
sense) living. And just as there are limits to evil, so also, there is a limit to
how gross or solidified a body can become:

This crassness of physical body comes from the fall of the spirits from their
original state ... [but] they cannot together and at one time fall into
a general grossness, such that the entire body of a fallen spirit can be equally
crass in all its parts . . . [but some can] retain a certain tenuousness, without
which spirit cannot be so active or mobile as otherwise. (Conway 1996: 43)

In some respects, this process appears to be entirely physical: the process of
‘thickening’ is painful; pain is the punishment incurred by sin; but the
suffering which it inflicts is purgative, because it has a refining effect which
reverses the ‘thickening’ process, so releasing the imprisoned spirit, render-
ing it more volatile and active:

[A]ll suffering and torment [dolor atque tormentum] stimulates the life or
spirit existing in everything which suffers [patiatur]. As we see from constant
experience and as reason teaches us, this must necessarily happen because
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through suffering and the enduring of it [dolor ejusque tolerationum]
whatever grossness or crassness is contracted by the spirit or body is
diminished; and so the spirit imprisoned in such grossness or crassness is
set free and becomes more spiritual and, consequently, more active and
effective through suffering. (Conway 1996: 43, Conway 1998: 168)

In this account of the effects of pain, the good does not enter the picture.
However, the residual element of spirit is also a residual element of good-
ness. The limit of ‘grossness’ which a creature can be reduced corresponds
to the limit to how deeply it can degenerate from goodness.

7 The Good as Cause

This brings us no nearer to knowing what kind of conduct incurs
punishment. And there is nothing in this and the previous passage to
suggest that it is ‘good conduct’ or ‘virtue’ which reverses the process. But
there are clear indicators elsewhere in the same chapter (VII) that the
good has causal efficacy in the process of redemption. Recovery might be
a better term than ‘redemption’, since the regeneration in question is not
salvific in a religious sense. The good in question is ontological rather
than moral. Its metaphysical character may be illustrated from one of
Conway’s arguments for substance monism in this chapter (her argument
from the love which creatures have for one another). Here she compares
goodness to an attractive force or a powerful magnet, and calls it ‘the
greatest Cause of Love’. She also explains goodness as ‘something that
benefits us (‘quod nobis beneficiat’) and does so in such a way that we
‘participate in or share its goodness’ (quodque participes flamus bonitatis
ejus):”

Wherefore do we call a Thing Good? But because it either really or
apparently pleases us, for the unity it hath with us, or which we have with
it. Hence it comes to pass that Good Men love Good Men, and not
otherwise; for Good Men cannot love Evil, nor Evil Men Good Men as
such; for there is no greater similitude than between Good and Good: For
the reason why we call or esteem a Thing Good, is this, that it benefits us,
and that we are made Partakers of its Goodness, and so here the First Cause
of Similitude is still Militant.” So likewise, when one Thing gives being to
another, as when God and Christ give Being to Creatures . . . There is in like
manner a certain Similitude; for it is impossible that the creatures should

" See note 6 above on the translations.
" An obscure rendering of ‘hic semper militat causa prima similitudinis’. Coudert and Corse make
better sense of it: ‘consequently similarity remains the first cause of love’.
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not in some Things be like their Creator, and agree with him in some
Attributes or Perfections. (Conway 1998: 183)

A salient feature of love, according to Conway, is that it works by means
of likeness or similitude: love can only occur where there is similarity or
affinity between the parties (the bad can’t love the good and vice versa).
The attractive force in love is mutual goodness, the similarity which both
parties bear to one being the goodness in each of them (‘there is no greater
similarity than between good and good’ [Conway 1996: 47]). (Note that
goodness does not have to be perfect.) A good thing is something that
‘really or apparently pleases us on account of its similarity [unitatem vel
similitudinem] to us, or ours to it (Conway 1996: 47). However, the
power of goodness derives from the principle of similitude or affinity.
To resemble something is to ‘participate in or share its goodness” (‘quod-
que participes flamus bonitatis ejus’).” And similarity, in turn, as
Conway reminds her readers, characterises the relationship between
creatures and God. So we love God not simply because he is best, but
because we are /ike him, a resemblance which involves participation in the
divine attributes.

In this passage Conway also describes the good as something beneficial
(‘quod nobis beneficiat’). The context suggests that this benefit is some kind
of improvement, but Conway does not state explicitly what the benefit is. It is
certainly not a material or worldly benefit. Nor is it self-interest of a selfish or
egoistic kind (as in Hobbes). It may possibly be spiritual (salvation is
ultimately involved) but the idea of what constitutes ‘spiritual’ must be
qualified to meet Conway’s very specific understanding of that. In so far as
the good is shared love of God, the benefit must be participation in God’s
love, and, presumably, the huge pleasure that comes from that. Another way
to put this is that goodness is the element of godlikeness which enables us to
participate more fully in divine goodness, and thereby to increase our good-
ness quotient. The greater our goodness, the greater our capacity to love God
and to bring God’s reciprocal love upon us. The more good we acquire, the
more we love God and the more divine love we draw down upon ourselves.
In this way we are rendered capable of still more goodness and more love.
The residual element of goodness in the most corrupt is the ground of their
regeneration, than which there could not be a greater benefit.

To illustrate the ‘benefit’ which accrues from the good, let us return to
Conway’s famous horse:

B See Lascano (2013).
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Let us first imagine a horse, a creature endowed by its creator with different
degrees of perfection, such as not only bodily strength but also certain
notions, so to speak, of how to serve his master. In addition, a horse exhibits
anger, fear, love, memory and various other qualities which are in human
beings and which we can also observe in dogs and many other animals.
Therefore since the divine power, goodness, and wisdom has created good
creatures so that they may continually and infinitely move towards the good
through their own mutability (whence the glory of those attributes shines
more and more), and since it is the nature of all creatures, that they be in
continual motion or operation, which most certainly tends towards their
further good™ . .. Now, I ask, to what further perfection does or can a horse
attain after he has performed good services for his master and done what was
and is appropriate for such a creature? ... Now I ask, whether the species
of horse possesses such infinite perfection that a horse can always
become better and better to infinity, yet, always remain a horse? (Conway

1996: 32-3)

This is a horse endowed with many fine qualities; an increase of those
qualities raises the horse in the ontological scale.” The qualities of the good
horse listed by Conway are physical, moral, and emotional qualities:
physical strength, obedience to its master, and anger, fear, love, memory.
The qualities she names she also calls perfections: degrees of perfection
endowed by the creator (‘diversis perfectionum gradibus a creatore
dotata’). The emotional qualities are common to humans, but the horse
has these properties in so far as it is a horse (gua horse). The goodness of the
horse consists in its exercise of these qualities, and thus how it fulfils its
being as a horse. So far, so Aristotelian: the horse fulfils its potential. But,
according to Anne Conway, the full exercise of these qualities (its horseness
as it were) leads to a betterment in its nature, such that, eventually, it
transgresses the limits of horse-ness, to ascend the ontological scale. Now
the qualities of the horse are a far cry from godlikeness. They are certainly
not like God. But they do constitute the good of the horse, distinguishing
it from inferior (presumably more brutish) beasts. And the exercise of these
qualities, which results in the horse moving up the scale, brings it nearer to
God. Conway insists that the increasingly well-behaved horse reflects
divine attributes more and more (‘whence the glory of those attributes
shines more and more’ [‘unde gloria istorum attributorum magis semper
magisque crescit’]) so furthering the good of the creature (‘ulterius tendit

™ “ad ulterius tendit bonum’, ‘tend to a higher degree of Goodness’ (Conway 1998: 142 and 143).

' This is not a case of a particular horse, say Bucephalus, turning into a particular man, say Alexander —
Conway holds that cannot happen — but of a particular horse (e.g. Bucephalus the horse) becoming
a particular man (e.g. Bucephalus the man) Conway (1996: 30).
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bonum’) as a reward and fruit of labour. The good in question is what
increases the quality of the horse’s existence.

Conway’s horse exemplifies the correlation between a state of goodness
and a point on the ontological scale through its exercise of its qualities
increase its power, and ability to act. The good horse therefore acquires
greater freedom to direct its will towards fulfilling its nature. The benefit to
the horse is that it fulfils the quality of its being. The benefit to the horse is
further that it moves up the scale and becomes more godlike. And it can go
on becoming more godlike to infinity — but never become God.
Ultimately, then, the good in a creature is its degree of metaphysical
perfection, measurable by its point on the ontological scale.

There is, of course, a big difference between the horse and citizens of
Sodom and the neighbours of Noah, who were punished for their sins by
fire and water respectively.'® Their failings as humans would appear to
belong to a different class of ‘qualities’ than the qualities which determine
the relative goodness or badness of the horse. Nevertheless, goodness is at
work in the same way in all of them. For it is impossible for sinners to lose it
entirely, and necessary that it be released for the sinners to be set on route
to restoration. These degenerates have further to go up the ontological scale
than the horse, but the possibility of recuperation is there, through the
minimal goodness which they retain: since nothing ever loses goodness
entirely, even the bad have a share in God’s goodness — a goodness
quotient, albeit a minimal one — there is enough residual goodness to
rekindle the love of God, to enable the purged degenerate to, as it were,
renew the charge to be had from divine love. The benefit to creatures
accruing from the good is to become like God. Thus we come back to the
idea of goodness as a measure of godlikeness.

8 Conclusion

Conway’s account of goodness is fundamentally metaphysical. Grounded in
the goodness of God, goodness is structured into her ontology as the god-
likeness of all created things which provides the dynamic which ensures the
overall tendency of all things for the best. Her metaphysical conception of
the good stands broadly within the Platonic tradition.”” There isn’t space
here to fully illustrate this, but I shall conclude by highlighting two parallels
in the later dialogues of Plato. Firstly, Conway’s account of the excellence of

"¢ Examples cited by Conway (Conway 1996: 37-8).
7 For a useful introduction to Plato’s ethics see Frede (2016).
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the living creature (the horse) recalls Socrates functionary account of virtue
in The Republic where he establishes the principle that it is the use or function
that determines what it is to be good: ‘Do not the excellence, the beauty and
rightness of every implement, living thing, and action refer solely to the use
for which each is made or by nature adapted’ (Republic 601d).” Thus the
excellence or virtue of each thing consists in exercising its function well, that
is doing well. In living beings (and let us remember that everything is in some
sense alive in Conway) doing well means living well. In 7he Republic Plato,
does not envisage that living well in accordance with one’s nature is a means
to ontological advancement. However, in the 7heaetetus, he proposes that
living well is the path to the divine, since the model of goodness or right-
eousness is God:

In the divine there is no shadow of unrighteousness, only the perfection of
righteousness (16 dikaiov), and nothing is more like the divine than any
one of us who becomes as righteous (8ikaioo) as possible. ... (Theaetetus
176 ¢)

Thus to seek the good is to seek to become godlike, and this ideal of god-
likeness is achieved through liberation from the encumbrances of earthly
condition:

[W]e ought to try to escape from the earth to the dwelling of the gods as
quickly as we can: and to escape is to become like God, so far as this is
possible; and to become like God is to become righteous and holy and
wise . . . (Plato Theatetus 176b)"

So too in Conway, to increase in goodness is to become more godlike. And
this participation in divine goodness is achieved by escaping the encum-
brances of physicality, be these the debilitating ‘crassness’ that afflicts the
most degenerate beings, or the outward shape that of a particular creature
(e.g. ahorse). To reach a full state of godlikeness requires the purging of all
that is not like God, and recovery of a pristine state reflective of the
communicable attributes of God. Even allowing for the distortions of
translation, the echoes of Plato’s definition of godlikeness (holy [6sios]

" Cf. Republic 1 (353a—¢) where Socrates defines the excellence of anything in terms of its capacity to
fulfil its purpose. As Dorothea Frede notes, these passages ‘show that Plato saw an intimate
connection between the nature, the function, and the well-being of all things, including human
beings’” (Frede 2016).

¥ T quote the Fowler translation in Loeb edition, Plato 1928, which makes the components of divine
goodness more explicit. The Cornford translation in Plato 1973 renders the same passage: ‘we should
make all speed to take flight from this world to the other, and that means becoming like the divine so
far as we can, and that again is to become righteous with the help of wisdom’. Plato Theatetus 176b.
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just [8ikaioo] and wise [pet& ppovroew]) in the definition of God with
which Conway begins her Principles are unmistakable: Conway’s God is
not just ‘Spirit, light, life,” but ‘he is infinitely good, holy, just and wise’
(‘infinite sapiens, bonus justus, validus’, Conway 1996: 45; Conway
1998: 86).



CHAPTER 13

On Catharine Trotter Cockburn’s Metaphysics
of Morality

Patricia Sheridan

1 Introduction

Catharine Trotter Cockburn (1679-1749) accomplished a rare feat in
early modern Britain — in addition to being a successful playwright, she
wrote and published philosophical works. In these works, and in her
voluminous correspondence, Cockburn advanced original theories of
morality, metaphysics, epistemology, and theology." In what follows,
my aim is to explore the metaphysical underpinnings of Cockburn’s
moral philosophy.”

In October 1747, Cockburn wrote to her niece Ann Arbuthnot to clarify
her views on moral obligation. In this letter she wrote the following:
‘I contend, that there are principles in [man’s] nature, that direct him to
regard what is right and fit, and to desire the good of others; and that these
are therefore proper grounds of obligation” (Cockburn 1751b: 333). Here we
find all the elements at play in Cockburn’s moral theory: the natural
foundation of moral principles of right and of fitness, the inherence of
benevolence, and the internal basis of moral duty. Throughout her philo-
sophical writings, Cockburn consistently espoused the view that morality
can only properly be understood with reference to human nature. She
believed that a minimally dutiful life can be lived according to explicit
moral commands, but our potential as moral beings lies in more than
simple obedience; humans have within their natures all that is needed for
discerning moral distinctions and for appreciating their obligatory force.

" Cockburn was of such stature as a playwright, essayist, and philosopher that, near the end of her life,
Thomas Birch elected to compile an edition of her collected works (see Cockburn 17512 and 1751b).
This collection includes Cockburn’s philosophical and theological works, selected correspondence,
and her plays.

* Though there are hints of her moral metaphysics in her earliest philosophical work, A Defence of
M. Locke’s Essay (1702), I draw, in the main, from her later works Remarks upon some Writers (1743)
and Remarks upon the Principles and most Considerable Passages of Dr. Rutherforth’s Essay (1747),
wherein we find her view most thoroughly developed and articulated.

247
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For Cockburn, it is indeed a kind of fulfilment of human nature’s potential
to recognize and respond to the moral imperatives that nature prescribes.

As the above quotation suggests, and as I will further elaborate upon
below, Cockburn espouses a version of moral naturalism, one that encom-
passes both natural teleology and the eudaemonistic emphasis of tradi-
tional virtue ethics. She develops a version of what Allan Millar has called
‘the Follow Nature doctrine’, the view that ‘virtue consists in following
nature’ (Millar 1988: 165).” In the context of early modern moral philoso-
phy, the idea of an ethics based on following nature is somewhat under-
specified. Arguably, a committed Hobbesian could maintain that morality
consists in following nature, but, as we shall see, what the Hobbesian
would have in mind by this would be quite remote from anything
Cockburn meant to endorse. In discussing the metaphysical foundations
of Cockburn’s moral philosophy, I hope to bring into relief some of the
more distinctive features of Cockburn’s conception of morality as follow-
ing nature.

In Section 2 below, I provide a sketch of Cockburn’s moral philosophy
with the aim of highlighting the sense in which it depends on a broader
metaphysics of the natural order. In Section 3, I show how Cockburn’s
moral metaphysics conditioned her understanding of one the more press-
ing issues confronting theistic moralists in her time — the issue of morality’s
relationship to divine authority. With respect to this issue, I will argue that
Cockburn’s metaphysical investments led her to a qualified view of the
independence of morality from divine authority, though leaving a place for
such authority in establishing morality’s status as natural law. Finally, I will
comment on what strikes me as perhaps the most distinctive feature of
Cockburn’s approach to morality — namely, the manner in which it
construes morality as grounded in a comprehensive system of nature.
I will argue that for Cockburn, nature as such is imbued with a kind of
normative structure, a structure which expresses itself as morality at the
level of human valuation, but which extends well beyond specifically
human dimensions.*

? Millar uses the term primarily for the purposes of expositing the moral theory of Joseph Butler.
However, considering that Cockburn herself acknowledges the similarity of her views with those of
Butler, the use of this term to describe her view seems entirely appropriate.

* The metaphysical dimension of Cockburn’s morality has been variously explored in the literature on
Cockburn. Most notably, Martha Brandt Bolton’s pivotal paper on Cockburn’s moral philosophy
drew early attention to Cockburn’s teleological conception of human nature and its role in her
broader account of moral obligation Bolton (1993: 571-2). In a previous paper of my own Sheridan
(2007), I have discussed Cockburn’s distinction of moral obligation (understood within her teleology
of human nature) from the juridical dimensions of natural law. Joanne E. Myers has explored
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2 Cockburn’s Moral Naturalism

Cockburn’s moral theory is predicated on the notion that the created
universe exhibits a teleological order wherein the nature of each created
being dictates appropriate activities and processes for beings of its kind.
Morality, for Cockburn, is a specification of the larger system of nature
with respect to the distinctive nature of human beings. Like everything in
nature, human beings are possessed of natures that determine their proper
ends. In contrast to lesser beings, humans are naturally endowed with
rationality and sociability and it is this endowment that accounts for the
specifically moral character of humanity’s situation within the natural
order. To this extent, Cockburn is committed to an anthropocentric
view of morality, but it is a view that nevertheless takes morality to be
a function of the broader natural order. As Cockburn puts it in Remarks
upon some Writers, ‘the obligation to moral virtue is ultimately founded on
the eternal and immutable nature of things (Cockburn 1743: 382).

Cockburn’s clearest articulations of this view come in those of her
writings she devotes to the defence of Samuel Clarke’s moral theory.’
Of principal interest to Cockburn was Clarke’s view of moral virtue and
obligation as deriving from relations of ‘fitness’ among human beings and
between humans and God. In Remarks upon the Principles and most
Considerable Passages of Dr. Rutherforth’s Essay (hereafter referred to as
Remarks upon the Principles), she writes:

[TThat the perception we have of the essential difference of things, with the
fitnesses and unfitnesses resulting from thence, and our consciousness of
right and wrong, have a fendency to direct us to virtue, and a right to
influence our practice, seems to me as clear and certain, as it is, that we

Cockburn’s account of human nature and her metaphysics of fitness as they are expressed thema-
tically in Cockburn’s plays (Myers 2012). Myers offers a great deal of insight into Cockburn’s
religious views as they bear on her moral thinking. Karen Green has also discussed Cockburn’s
moral metaphysics, in comparison with other early modern women, including Mary Astell and
Catharine Macaulay (Green 2015). Green identifies Cockburn’s view as a synthesis of empiricism and
rationalism, on the one hand, holding that sensation and reflection reveal what human happiness
consists in, and on the other, that reason discovers the truths, the guiding principles, that lead us to
virtue. For Green, Cockburn is naturalistic to a point, but not deeply so, given the role of God’s will
in her account. In what follows, I hope to suggest a route for understanding God’s role within the
compass of her naturalistic metaphysics. What I aim to contribute is an exploration of Cockburn’s
overarching metaphysical system as a natural moral order.

Cockburn explicitly sets out to defend Clarke’s principles in Remarks upon some Writers and again in
Remarks upon the Principles. It is worth noting that Cockburn’s view did not clearly originate with her
reading of Clarke; Bolton has shown that Cockburn develops an incipient version of the view that
morality and obligation originate in human nature in the Defence in 1702, several years before
Clarke’s own articulation of the theory. See Bolton (1993).
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are reasonable beings, and moral agents; and that therefore they are both
true causes or grounds of moral obligation. (Cockburn 1747: 35)

In every case of virtuous action, there is, Cockburn writes, ‘a suitableness to
certain relations ¢/¢. and, on the contrary, an unsuitableness in every vice,

without exception; and ... actions are accordingly judged to be right or
wrong, virtuous or vicious, by the natural notions of mankind’ (Cockburn
1747: 11).

For Cockburn, the relations of fitness that determine virtuous character
and conduct derive from nature in a very strong sense. Though Cockburn
readily grants that the creation of a particular system of natured beings is
the result of God’s will, she also maintains that it is a function of the
natures so created, and thus not strictly a matter of God’s will, that the
associated relations of fitness should be realized. As she puts it in Remarks
upon some Writers, “To suppose, that [God] may will [beings] to have other
relations, &. is to suppose, that he may will them to be another kind of
beings than he determined to create; for if they are the same, the relations
and fitnesses resulting from their nature, are necessary and immutable’
(Cockburn 1743: 405). Thus, God could create a different system of fitness
relations if he were to will that beings of a different nature than those he
actually created were to exist, but given the natures of the beings he actually
did choose to create, the resulting fitness relations are ‘necessary and
immutable’.

Care must be taken over what Cockburn means by ‘necessary’ in this
context. If the necessities of fitness are to play any part in a theory of
morality, it cannot be that fitness relations are realized as a matter of factual
necessity. What Cockburn means to imply, rather, is that the fitnesses
associated with human nature ought to be realized as a matter of normative
necessity. Another way to put the point is to say that, for Cockburn, fitness
relations are normatively prescribed as part of the telos of human nature.
Relatedly, that fitness relations are immutable does not imply that there
can be no such thing as moral failures. Rather, it suggests that the norms of
fitness are as fixed as the natures to which they pertain. They are immutable
as a matter of natural teleology which, when properly discerned, provides
moral agents with tendencies toward virtue.

The naturalism and teleology of Cockburn’s outlook may seem to bear
strong traces of an Aristotelian approach to morality. However, it is likely
that Cockburn’s view drew as much from ancient Stoicism as it did from
Aristotle. In Remarks upon some Writers, Cockburn describes the Stoics’
idea of virtue as a state of happiness arising from ‘Fitness, rectitude,
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agreeableness to nature, [and] to relations, &c (Cockburn 1747: 104).
Epictetus captures the essence of the Stoic view in his Handbook (or,
Enchiridion), when he asks, ‘But what is it that I wish?’ and answers,
“To understand Nature and to follow it’ (Epictetus 2009: 247). The Stoic
philosophers believed that living according to nature required living in
accord with requirements of human nature specifically, where the exercise
of reason is understood as primary among those requirements. As Diogenes
Laertius reports in Book VII, 8688, the Stoics held that ‘when reason by
way of a more perfect leadership has been bestowed on the beings we call
rational, for them life according to reason rightly becomes the natural life’
(Diogenes 1925: 195). For the Stoic, following nature does not mean acting
on any impulse that nature might supply, but following what reason, as the
definitive characteristic of human nature, determines as the most appro-
priate way to live. The end or goal for a human life is self-realization, or the
perfection of one’s nature. For Zeno following nature, ‘is the same as
a virtuous life, virtue being the goal towards which nature guides us’
(Diogenes 1925: 195). The Stoics understood that our natures comprise
a variety of capacities or inclinations, but the rational person prioritizes
these with a view to fitness and stability. Human capacities and inclinations
are thus harmonized under the guidance of reason, which induces a kind of
systemic order on the entirety of a human life. We see this clearly in
Chrysippus, for whom ‘virtue is the state of mind which tends to make
the whole of life harmonious’ (Diogenes 1925: 197).

The likelihood that Stoicism exercised a strong influence on Cockburn
is further reinforced if we consider that the stoic view of virtue was also
endorsed by some of the moralists with whom Cockburn allied herself
most closely. Notable among these thinkers was Samuel Clarke. In his
Discourse Concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion,
Clarke references Cicero numerous times, describing him in one passage
as ‘the greatest and best Philosopher, that Rome, or perhaps any other
nation, ever produced’ (Clarke 1706: 222). Joseph Butler, a moralist whose
moral outlook Cockburn compared approvingly with her own, wrote in
the Preface to his Sermons that the intention of his work was to explain
more fully a view he ascribes to the Ancient moralists, ‘that Man is born to
Virtue, that it consists in following Nature’ (Butler 1729: vii). Butler
explains that his goal is to elucidate ‘what is meant by the Nature of
Man, when it is said that Virtue consists in following, and Vice in deviating
from it’ (Butler 1729: vii).

The kind of Stoic naturalism endorsed by Cockburn and her philoso-
phical kin stands in sharp contrast to another form of naturalism that was
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prominent, perhaps notoriously so, in the period. In one perspective,
Cockburn’s approach to morality can be understood as a sustained
response to the kind of reductivist naturalism that she saw emerging in
thinkers such as Hobbes and Mandeville. According to these thinkers, the
facts of morality are ultimately explicable with reference to non-moral facts
about human psychology and physiology. Humans have no intrinsically
moral motivations, nor does nature afford any objective basis for moral
guidance. Though reason does provide a basis for establishing principles
and rules aimed at maximizing the satisfaction of egoistic aims, these aims
are amoral. Indeed, morality emerges only as a kind of veneer laid over
natural, egoistic impulses in the context of civil society. Though Cockburn
shares with the reductivists the view that natural inducements in some
sense underlie morality, she foreswears the view that such inducements
consist only in amoral, natural impulses. On views such as these, she writes
in Remarks upon the Principles, ‘none of those actions, which are called
morally good or evil, were in their own nature bezter or worse than another,
till they were made so by positive institutions (Cockburn 1747: 39). This
stands in sharp contrast to Cockburn’s view of the relationship between
nature and morality, according to which human nature itself provides an
intrinsic moral standard of conduct, and does so independently of the
institutions of civil society.

Relatedly, Cockburn sees human reason and agency in a very dif-
ferent light from the reductivists. For Cockburn, reason’s role in
agency is not principally that of an instrumental aid to the satisfaction
of natural impulses. Rather, reason is that part of our nature that
provides us with the capacity to comprehend our nature as a whole
in terms of its proper telos. With respect to agency, reason orders,
prioritizes, and directs choices, but it does so by affording
a comprehensive understanding of their place in the broader spectrum
of humanity’s natural endowment. She puts this point clearly in the
essay A Letter of Advice to her Son, in which she cautions her son to
avoid libertines who thoughtlessly indulge their passionate impulses.
Of such libertines, she writes:

[T]hey rank themselves with those animals, who have no other principle of
action, but natural instinct; and that one great use of reason, by which we
are chiefly distinguished from them, is to examine, for what ends our
passions, inclinations, and appetites, were given us, and so regulate them
as may best conduce to those ends; which in general are, the preservation
and perfection of our own being, and the benefit of society. (Cockburn
1751b: 117)
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Thus, for Cockburn, the role of reason in moral life is both cognitive and
agential. With respect to agency, reason serves as a basis for the regulation
of natural inclinations and appetites in matters of conduct. However, it
discharges this role by discerning that our inclinations and appetites are
designed to serve in the fulfilment — i.e. ‘the preservation and perfection’ —
of our nature.

In rejecting the reductivist version of moral naturalism, Cockburn was
opposing one version of the view that morality’s normative force derives
from a source extrinsic to human nature. On the reductivist view, the natural
aim of conduct consists of nothing more than the determination to satisfy
natural impulses. It falls to reason to discern those principles most conducive
to this end, but it falls to the conventions and authority structures of civil
society — i.e. its ‘positive institutions’ — to imbue those principles with the
normative force of morality. We shall see that Cockburn’s rejection of this
externalist conception of normativity is far-reaching indeed.

3 Human Nature and the Independence of Morality

Given the centrality that Cockburn’s moral theory accords to human nature
in establishing virtue, it should come as no surprise that the theory evolves
a fairly complex conception of what human nature comprises. In this sec-
tion, I will outline some of the salient features of Cockburn’s understanding
of human nature and show how they serve to bolster her conception of moral
normativity as independent of extrinsic sources. As Martha Brandt Bolton
has ably shown, Cockburn’s early work, particularly her Defence of
Myr. Lockes Essay of Human Understanding (hereafter referred to as the
Defence), was largely devoted to defending Locke’s views against the charge
of religious voluntarism — the view that moral distinctions — such as, e.g.,
that between good and evil, justice and injustice — are ultimately based on the
will of God and the sanctions (rewards and punishments) he associates with
actions falling under those headings.® However, in the Defence, Cockburn’s
advocacy of Lockean doctrine focused primarily on his epistemological
principles. In particular, Cockburn argued that reflection — i.e. the episte-
mological principle Locke describes as the basis for knowledge of the opera-
tions of our own minds — provides a basis for knowledge of human nature
sufficient for grounding morality.” Arguably, it is the conception of human

¢ See Bolton (1993).

7 1 have argued elsewhere Sheridan (2007) that Cockburn’s central ambition in the Defence is to
advocate for Locke with respect to epistemological principles, and that the moral theory she endorses
both in that work and in later works departs in significant respects from Lockean precedent.



254 PATRICIA SHERIDAN

nature that Cockburn develops, both in the Defence and at greater length in
subsequent writings, that serves to parry the threat of religious voluntarism
and which, as I shall argue, dissolves the spectre of any kind of external
grounding for morality.

Cockburn holds a tripartite conception of human nature, a view devel-
oped in both of her later works; we are, she tells us in Remarks upon some
Writers, ‘rational and social as well as a sensible being[s]” (Cockburn 1743:
419). Each of these components represents a motivating tendency in
human nature. Speaking to this idea in the Remarks upon the Principles,
she explains that these components work as a unit in the moral agent and,
taken together, ‘concur to direct him to the practice of virtue’ (Cockburn
1747: 34). Sensibility is our natural capacity for feeling pleasure or pain.
Cockburn acknowledges that we share this aspect of our nature with other
sentient beings. As with any sentient being, sensibility provides us with
innate inclinations towards natural goods befitting our natures. Pleasure is
always suitable and pain always unsuitable as an end to a sensible nature.
As she explains in Remarks upon some Principles, to say of any inclination
that it is agreeable for a sensible being means that ‘it tends either to the
happiness, the perfection, or the preservation of it; and by repugnant to its
nature, the direct contrary’ (Cockburn 1747: 50). However, not all sensible
beings are created equal, for as Cockburn points out in Remarks upon some
Writers, ‘the happiness of every being is dependent on, and in proportion
to the perfection, which belongs to it’ (Cockburn 1743: 441). What makes
human beings distinct from other sensible beings in the order of natural
perfection is that sensibility forms only a part, indeed a subordinate part, of
our natures.

For Cockburn, the second principal component of human nature is
rationality. As beings endued with rational capacities, we are capable of
rational choices where natural pleasure and pain are concerned.
In Remarks upon some Writers, she explains that even as rational beings,
we are under a special obligation ‘to chuse natural or sensible good’
(Cockburn 1743: 420), but since our natures comprise more than mere
sensibility, it is not the case that wanton pursuit of pleasure serves our
natural ends. A case in point is the debauchée, held up as an object lesson in
A Letter of Advice to her Son. The debauched individual may well ridicule
the person of virtue who refuses to join in the merriment, but, Cockburn
writes, ‘one may always venture to affirm, that he does not really think
temperance, sobriety, &. to be ridiculous things; and that the raillery, or
rather pity, may be returned upon him on much better grounds’
(Cockburn 1751b: 113). Thus, for the agent that is both sensible and
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rational, the fact that a course of conduct yields sensible pleasures is not
sufficient to morally endorse that course of action, for the requisites of
human nature encompass more than the satisfaction of sensibility.
Although sensible beings have a natural inclination to choose what brings
them pleasure, there is an obligation for humans to pursue happiness of
a more comprehensive kind. As Cockburn writes in Remarks upon the
Principles, ‘the happiness of all beings consists in the perfection of their
nature; and . .. a rational being is most perfect, and consequently most
happy, when its actions are perfectly rational’ (Cockburn 1747: 84).

In addition to our sensible and rational natures, humans are also sociable
beings, whose happiness is conditional on the happiness of others. This is
so clearly natural, Cockburn explains in Remarks upon some Writers, that we
observe in all human beings a tendency to benevolence and a concern for
the well-being of those around them. ‘Men need not be mught’, she writes,
‘they feel, that their happiness is not independent on that of others’
(Cockburn 1743: 427). The selflessness of parental affection is, for
Cockburn, a prime example of this human capacity. The connection
between a mother’s happiness with that of her child is, she explains,
‘owing solely to her kind affections, an association of nature’s forming’
(Cockburn 1743: 428). In Remarks upon the Principles, she asserts that it is
a perverse denial of the obvious to contest the innateness of benevolence
and that such a position cannot possibly convince anyone who honestly
consults their own feelings and considers the numerous examples of
‘affectionate parents and children, brotherly love, generous friendships,
or publick spirit, in the world” (Cockburn 1747: 81). Our natural capacity
for benevolence is, as we might expect, not entirely selfless. For Cockburn,
benevolence is an especially interesting tendency, since it is at once an
other-regarding tendency and one that serves the agent’s own happiness.
While this might sound contradictory, ‘[t]hese things are’, she writes, ‘by
no means inconsistent’ (Cockburn 1747: 81). Though benevolence is unlike
sensible pleasure in that it affords no animal satisfaction to the agent, the
pursuit of benevolent ends incontrovertibly makes us happy. This, for
Cockburn, signals a natural tendency that serves us both in the individua-
listic sense of achieving one’s own ends and in the social sense of achieving
the ends of one’s kind. In fact, Cockburn observes that felicity in the one
sense is impossible without felicity in the other. Our happiness, she writes,
seems ‘unavoidably interwoven with each others’ (Cockburn 1747: 98).
‘Men’, she writes, ‘fee/ their own happiness so involved with, and depen-
dent on that of others, that they pursue both together, even without
reflecting on the connection’ (Cockburn 1747: 81).
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Though Cockburn clearly believes that the kinds of fitness relations that
emerge as a function of our natures are proper objects of reflective knowl-
edge — this was the principal thesis of her Defence — she does not maintain
that the requirements of fitness need explicit theoretical, or even doctrinal
formulation, in order to induce us to moral virtue. For Cockburn, it is the
natural endowment of human nature itself, and not the theorization
thereof, that conduces to virtuous conduct. To illustrate, she offers the
case of the honest labourer, in Remarks upon the Principles, who burdens
himself with work in order to take care of his family. While he is unlikely to
cite the fitness with respect to natural human ends as the basis for his
conduct, his actions nevertheless aim at precisely this. Such actions are,
Cockburn maintains, the most natural actions, since ‘they arise directly
from the relations and fitness of things, and a disinterested benevolence,
which guide [one] to virtuous practice’ (Cockburn 1747: 11). When virtue is
explicitly articulated in the form of moral maxims, such maxims are
naturally comprehended, even if their theoretical grounding in natural
fitness relations is not. ‘7o do unto all men, as we would they should do unto
me, which is the sum of all the social virtues, is plainly deduced from the
natural relation of equality we bear to each other, and a fitness resulting
from hence: yet nothing is more easy and intelligible to common capa-
cities’ (Cockburn 1747: 12).

The above observations serve to suggest how, for Cockburn, human
nature provides both natural dispositions toward virtuous conduct and
a natural basis for our knowledge of the requirements of virtue.
Dispositions toward virtuous conduct are accounted for in terms of the
broadly eudaemonistic view that happiness, for beings like us, is achieved
by fulfilling the requirements of fitness attendant upon our nature. As far as
knowledge is concerned, even in the absence of theoretical knowledge, the
requirements of virtuous conduct are ‘intelligible’ since nature supplies us
with ‘common capacities’ by which we are readily apprised of them. These
aspects of Cockburn’s moral philosophy perhaps suffice to show how she
sees human nature as sufficing as a basis for moral conduct. However, they
do not show morality to be fully grounded in human nature since, taken on
their own, they would appear to provide no account of morality’s 0bligatory
force. Consider again the reductivist position discussed above. On the
reductivist view, the raw materials upon which morality works are egoistic
impulses — desires and aversions — which must be regulated in order to be
turned to good effect. A Hobbesian reductivist suggests that reason has
a role to play in this, since it is reason that counsels general principles
which, when observed, lead to the kinds of social accommodations most
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apt to satisfy our impulses. However, on the reductivist view, it is not such
accommodations on their own, but, rather, the institutions of positive law,
that confer obligatory force on the principles and mechanisms of commu-
nal morality. Again, Cockburn’s reductivist sees no moral significance in
any kind of conduct in the absence of ‘positive institutions’. Even if we
grant that Cockburn’s account of human nature surpasses the reductivist
view with respect to the variety of natural inducements toward virtue, were
Cockburn not to view such inducements as inberently carrying the force of
obligation, she would be in much the same position as the reductivists in
that she would require some kind of external grounding for moral
normativity.

This, however, would be quite opposite to Cockburn’s intentions, for it
is clear throughout her writings that she does take the obligatory force of
morality to reside inherently in human nature. As much as Cockburn is
concerned to show that morality’s foundation requires nothing like the
external grounding in positive institutions assumed by the reductivists, she
is equally concerned to show that not even the external imposition of
divine command is necessary as a basis for morality. Martha Brandt Bolton
has argued persuasively that despite Cockburn’s not explicitly addressing
the issue in her Defence of Locke, the thesis that the requirements of human
nature carry the force of moral obligations is presupposed by one of her
main arguments defending Locke against the charge of religious
voluntarism.® If Bolton is right about this, then Cockburn was committed
to the thesis from a very early stage, but whether or not Cockburn endorsed
the thesis in the Defence, there can be no doubt that she did so in her later
work. In Remarks upon the Principles, Cockburn writes:

That the perception we have of the essential difference of things, with the
fitnesses and unfitnesses resulting from thence, and our consciousness of
right and wrong, have a fendency to direct us to virtue, and a right to
influence our practice, seems to me as clear and certain, as it is, that we
are reasonable beings, and moral agents; and that therefore they are both
true causes or grounds of moral obligation. (Cockburn 1747: 35)

& Bolton’s argument (Bolton 1993: 574—5) focuses on Cockburn’s attempt to show that Locke’s
investment in natural law as promulgated in the form of divine commands does not commit him
to religious voluntarism. In brief, Bolton argues that Cockburn’s strategy for defending Locke could
not have worked if she were presupposing that God’s commands were necessary in order to make the
inducements of human nature obligatory. If those inducements were morally neutral, then God’s
commanding compliance with them would be arbitrary in just the sense required by voluntarism.
It is only if the inducements of nature carry obligatory force independently of God’s commands that
those commands can be seen as non-arbitrary. I will come to the matter of Cockburn’s understanding
of divine commands in relation to morality below.
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For Cockburn, then, the fitness relations deriving from our nature, and the
perception we have of them are ‘causes or grounds of moral obligation’.
On its own, this is perhaps compatible with the view that they become such
grounds in light of divine fiat that they should be so. However, Cockburn
explicitly rejects this view. Later in the same work, Cockburn writes:

(I]f the law, which God has set to himself to work by, were of an arbitrary
nature, depending merely on his will, and changeable at pleasure, there
might be room for such doubts as these: we could not in that case know by
what law God governed his own actions, nor consequently, whether he
expected, that we should observe the same: but since the law, to which he
constantly conforms, is immutable, and founded on the nature of things; it
cannot be peculiar to the divine nature, but must necessarily oblige all
reasonable beings; and therefore we may be certain, that God expects we
should guide our actions by the same rule. (Cockburn 1747: 89)

The argument of this passage is that if the law by which God governs his
own activity were arbitrary — i.e. purely a function of his will — it would be
opaque to us, or if it were not opaque, then it would at least be unclear as to
whether he intended that we should similarly abide by it. It is only if the
law by which God governs himself is independent of his will — i.e.
‘founded on the nature of things’ — that we can be assured that the law
unto God is the same as the law unto ‘all reasonable beings’. In short,
Cockburn is arguing that nature itself must impose obligations on both
God and his creatures (at least those possessed of reason) if we are to be
assured of any moral harmony between human and divine purposes. This,
I would suggest, is a very strong statement of nature as a metaphysical
grounding of morality — one that, moreover, would seem to locate moral
obligation squarely within the array of nature’s endowment.

Cockburn’s view that morality’s foundation, including the foundation
of its obligatory force, is independent of any form of external imposition
led her to an interesting conception of the relationship between morality
and natural religion. In a letter to her niece dated March 1732, Cockburn
praises the view of moral virtue her niece had come across in the work of
Shaftesbury but claims the view is more adequately expressed by Clarke.
In this context, Cockburn encourages her niece to recognize how, on
Clarke’s view, ‘morality may be capable of demonstration, as it is founded
on the very nature of things; and our obligation to it on that relation, in
which we stand to God and our fellow creatures’ (Cockburn 1751b: 268).
Cockburn suggests that morality’s foundation, considered as inclusive of
our relationship to God, is ‘properly called natural religion’, but she further
suggests that ‘morality may be distinguished [from natural religion] when
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the consideration of the author of our being is left out of the scheme, for
that is what makes it religion” (Cockburn 1751b: 268). It is clear that
Cockburn doesn’t wish to make too much of this distinction, since she
urges that a scheme that divorces morality from natural religion will be
‘very defective’ (Cockburn 1751b: 268). For present purposes, what is of
interest in the letter is Cockburn’s diagnosis of the defects:

But such a scheme will be very defective, because many moral duties arise
from our relation to God; nor can virtue have the force of law without that
regard, how highly soever the beauty and tendency of it to the happiness of
mankind may be extoll'd and admired. (Cockburn 1751b: 268)

Whatever else Cockburn might have in mind by duties arising from our
relation to God, or by the regard for God necessary for imbuing virtue with
‘the force of law’, she cannot mean that the obligatory force of morality as
such derives from divine imposition, since she goes on in this letter to argue
that the natural obligation to virtue itself constitutes our most certain
evidence for what God wills:

The reason of this is, that there can be no external evidence of anything
being the will of God, more certain, than we are, that those duties, which
arise from the very frame of our nature (which we are sure is his workman-
ship) must be his will; and therefore nothing can be received for such, that is
contrary to our natural notions of justice, goodness, veracity, €. since God
cannot have two contrary wills. (Cockburn r751b: 269)

Here again is Cockburn’s point that the obligations prescribed by nature
are independent of God’s will, albeit in a more epistemic guise. It is our
assurance of what our nature prescribes in the way of obligation that
provides the best evidence that those prescriptions are willed by God.
To think otherwise would be to invite the absurdity that God’s will
could be in conflict with itself.

If Cockburn is willing to go this far in asserting the independence of
morality from external imposition (divine or otherwise), then what are we
to make of her suggestion that it is only in regard of God that we can
consider virtue as carrying ‘the force of law’? Indeed, what sense is to be
given to Cockburn’s claim that ‘many moral duties arise from our relation
to God’ if it is not premised on the idea that God’s will provides a basis for
moral obligation, either through explicit laws or by other means? In taking
up these questions in the next section, I hope to provide some sense of
how extensively metaphysical Cockburn’s conception of morality ulti-
mately was.
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4 Natural Law and the System of Nature

Cockburn’s determination to characterize morality as bearing the force of
law is in evidence as far back as the Defence of Locke. In his Essay
Concerning Human Understanding (2.28.8) Locke maintained that
moral knowledge is concerned with natural law, which is ‘that Law
which God has set to the actions of Men, whether promulgated to
them by the light of Nature, or the voice of Revelation” (Locke 1975:
352). Thomas Burnet had criticized Locke on the grounds, among others,
that he had failed to clearly identify the foundations of natural law,
leaving it uncertain whether those foundations were to consist in ‘the
Arbitrary Will of God, The good of Men, or the intrinsick Nature of
things themselves’ (Burnet 1697: 6).” Among these possibilities, Burnet
supposed that God’s arbitrary will was the likeliest candidate to be
Locke’s intended foundation, and he criticized Locke by claiming that
this foundation committed him to a voluntarist view of morality. In her
Defence, Cockburn took up the task of defending Locke against this
charge, arguing that Locke’s commitment to natural law is fully compat-
ible with the view that natural law has its foundation in human nature
once it is acknowledged that God’s authorship of human nature is itself
an expression of his will:

[TThe nature of man, and the good of society, are #o us the reason and rule of
moral good and evil; and there is no danger of their being less immutable on
this foundation than any other, whilst man continues a rational and sociable
creature. If the law of nature is the product of human nature itself . . . it must
subsist as long as human nature; nor will this foundation make it the less
sacred, since it cannot be doubted, that it is originally the will of God, whilst
we own him the author of that nature, of which this law is a consequence.
(Cockburn 1702: 58)

? These criticisms appeared in a series of three pamphlets, the Remarks Upon an Essay Concerning
Humane Understanding, followed by the Second and Third Remarks, published 1697-1699.
The authorship of these pamphlets was first attributed to Burnet, posthumously, by Thomas
Birch in his 1751 preface to Cockburn’s Collected Works. Scholars of Cockburn and Locke have
customarily accepted this attribution and Burnet is generally named as the author of the Remarks.
A recent paper, however, has revisited the question of the provenance of these pamphlets.
J. C. Walmsley, Hugh Craig, and John Burrows see Craig et al. (2016) have found that there is litcle
evidentiary support for Burnet’s being their author; this attribution, they write, ‘can no longer be
considered secure’ (Craig et al. 2016: 241). Walmsley ez.4/. suggest that there is a good case to be made
for Richard Willis (1664-1734), a clergyman and author, as the Remarker in question. I will, in this
chapter, continue to refer to Burnet as the author of the Remarks for the sake of continuity with the
current scholarship; in light of these findings, Burnet’s attributed authorship might stand, for the
time being, as little more than scholarly convention.
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Here, Cockburn’s idea seems to be that humans are bound by natural law
as a function of their nature as ‘rational and sociable’ beings, but that
natural law can equally be seen as an expression of God’s will insofar as
God chose to create beings endowed with just such a nature. Natural law is
‘a consequence’ of the will of God in that he chose to create rational and
sociable beings, but it is the nature of such beings that provides the
foundation for morality.

There is, however, another way in which Cockburn sought to address
the status of morality as law in the context of the Defence. She urges upon
Burnet that in those places where Locke most emphasizes the will of God
and the application of sanctions (i.e. rewards and punishments) in the
promulgation of natural law, he is speaking of morality strictly as it carries
‘the force of law” and not in terms of its ultimate grounding. She writes:

[TThe Remarker cannot deny, whatever he thinks, the first grounds of good
and evil; or however clearly we may see the nature of these things, we may
approve or condemn them; but they can only have the force of a law to us,
considered as the will of the Supreme Being, who can, and certainly will,
reward the compliance with, and punish the deviation from that rule, which
he has made knowable to us by the light of nature. (Cockburn 1702: 61)

In this passage, Cockburn is apparently distinguishing between ‘the
grounds of good and evil’ — or the ‘rule which he [God] has made knowable
to us by the light of nature’ — and those factors which imbue those grounds
(or that rule) with the force of law. For Cockburn, the latter comprise not
only the fact that the natural grounds of morality are expressions of the
divine will, but also the fact that the supreme being rewards compliance
with, and punishes deviation from, the rule of natural morality. Given that
Cockburn thus distinguishes between the foundation of obligation, on the
one hand, and ‘the force of law’ attaching to natural obligation, on the
other, I would suggest that she has something like the following picture in
mind: for Cockburn, morality as such is founded on the system of nature,
which prescribes and makes known the natural obligations of beings
endowed with rational capacities and social dispositions. However, it is
only in connection with the will of God that the obligations associated
with such a system can properly be understood as constituting a system of
law, with law’s requisite grounding in authority and its attendant
sanctions.

I have already noted that in her later work Cockburn takes God’s activity
to be morally constrained by the same ‘rule’ as constrains human moral
conduct. This on its own would seem to suggest that she takes God to be
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a moral agent in somewhat the same sense that human creatures are, a view
which is further confirmed in her response to Rutherforth’s criticisms of
Clarke. In Remarks upon the Principles, Cockburn again argues for the claim
that the rule by which God governs his own conduct must be one and the
same as the rule that nature sets to human conduct, but this time her
reasoning proceeds from a reflection on our knowledge of God’s perfections:

Now we can have no knowledge, that those are moral perfections, which we
ascribe to the deity, but from our own ideas of the essential difference of
good and evil, right and wrong, and of the agreement of justice, equity,
goodness, and truth, with the reason and nature of things; from whence we
conclude, that acting in conformity to them must be fizzess and best for
a reasonable being, and that therefore God himself makes this the invariable
rule of all his actions. (Cockburn 1747: 71)

What this passage makes apparent is Cockburn’s determination to view
God as subject to the same system of natural, moral imperatives as bears on
the conduct of his creatures. Indeed, she goes on to suggest that:

We are obliged to govern our actions by the same rules, to which the will of
God is always conformed, because they are such, as must oblige all reason-
able beings, whom he has made so far like himself, as to be capable of
distinguishing good and evil, and of chusing one and refusing the other.
(Cockburn 1747: 72)

This statement again shows Cockburn conceiving of God and human
creatures as subject to the same system of moral evaluation, with the
moral community between God and human creatures being established
by their common (if unequal) rationality and capacities for moral choice.

These reflections begin to suggest just how comprehensive Cockburn
took the normative dimension of the system of nature to be. For
Cockburn, the norms of natural fitness — both their content and their
obligatory force — bear equally on divine and human conduct. Indeed, it is
only with reference to our judgement of God’s conformity to these norms
that we are capable of ascribing the divine perfections. This, I would
suggest, is in keeping with a broader metaphysical view of normativity
that Cockburn seems to have espoused throughout her philosophical
career. For Cockburn, there is a certain sense in which reality in roto is
animated by a comprehensive normative structure. This is part and parcel
with her view that virtue consists in sustaining relations of fzzness — relations
not only between humans themselves, or between humans and God, but
between humans and all beings. For Cockburn, humans have an obligation
to maintain the proper order of relations with all creatures. Though she
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does not give many examples, she does write at some length of human
relationships with other animals. In Remarks upon the Principles, she writes
that since humans share the trait of sensibility with non-human animals,
then ‘[i]f we regard ourselves only as sensible beings, the brutes are upon
a level with us; and in that case it must appear as wrong to give them pain,
as to give it to any of our own species’ (Cockburn 1747: 53). Cockburn goes
on to argue, however, that:

as reasonable beings, we are manifestly superior to them; and though this
implies no right to give them pain without a cause, which must in all cases be
self-evidently wrong; yet from that superiority, and the differences between
their nature and ours, a cause may arise, that will make it fit and reasonable
to treat them in another manner, than would be fit from any of us to our
fellow-creatures. (Cockburn 1747: 53)

Cockburn does indeed find that a ‘cause’ for the differential treatment of
non-human animals. The very fact that there is a hierarchy of animal
natures intimates the fitness of subordinating the interests of lesser animals
to the needs of superiors:

It was obvious likewise to observe, that a large part of the animal creation do,
by natural instinct, feed upon others of a different species, that, in some
respects, are their inferiors; and since the author of that instinct thoroughly
knows the nature of all beings, it must be supposed, that, on some account
or other, the most proper means of supporting the lives of such animals is by
other living creatures of a lower rank, and that therefore the thing cannot be
unfit in itself, or contrary to nature. This was sufficient to satisfy men, if
animal food was the most nourishing and strengthening for them, that it
must be fit and reasonable, and that they had the permission of their
Creator, for the support of their own lives, to take away the life of creatures
so much inferior to them, and of so much less importance. (Cockburn

17471 54)

What is perhaps most striking in this passage is the manner in which
Cockburn extends the notion of ‘fitness’ beyond the purview of strictly
human conduct. Cockburn does mean to suggest that the moral permissi-
bility of humans’ use of animals for food is grounded in the fitness of
subjecting lesser beings to the needs of superiors, but she is willing to
suggest that the principle of fit subordination (as we might call it) applies
within the animal hierarchy even at sub-human levels. One may assume,
then, that Cockburn sees fitness relations between superiors and inferiors
as pervading the hierarchy of natural creation.

This, I would suggest, is one way in which Cockburn sees the normative
dimension of nature as ranging beyond the sphere of human morality.
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Another way, perhaps more telling for present purposes, is in her concep-
tion of ‘the great chain of beings’. Although Cockburn makes only a single
reference to this notion — in her Remarks upon some Writers — it is
a significant reference to a concept that seems to lie at the heart of her
metaphysics. In the passage in question, Cockburn is discussing the
possible existence of a substance that unites spirit and body, something
that shares the qualities of both and acts as a kind of link or bond between
them. Perhaps, she suggests, space might have this function. What leads
Cockburn to this conjecture is the idea that everything in nature differs by
degree, and that the modifications that distinguish one being from another
are gradual. There are shared qualities from one level of being to the next,
with a progressive complexity as we move up the hierarchy. Cockburn
writes:

(I]n the scale of beings, there is such a gradual progress in nature, that the
most perfect of an inferior species comes very near to the most imperfect of
that, which is immediately above it: that the whole chasm in nature, from
a plant to a man, is filled up by such a gentle and easy ascent, that the little
transitions from one species to another are almost insensible. (Cockburn

1743: 391)

But Cockburn clearly does not think that ‘man’ in any way constitutes the
pinnacle of the scale, and she goes on to suggest that:

[I]f the scale of beings rises by such a regular process so high as man, we may,
by parity of reason, suppose, that it still proceeds gradually through those
beings, that are of a superior nature to him; that there is no manner of chasm
left, no link deficient in the great chain of beings. (Cockburn 1743: 391)

Though Cockburn is not explicit on the point, her willingness to con-
jecture the continuity between humans and those ‘that are of a nature
superior to him’, naturally suggests that she takes God to stand at the
pinnacle of the hierarchy of beings. But this, in conjunction with her
gradualist thesis that there is ‘no link deficient’ in the chain, suggests in
turn that God is not external to the hierarchy. For Cockburn, though God
is perfect in excess of any of his lesser creatures, he is nevertheless situated
within the normative hierarchy — at the top tier, as it were — and thus
subject to the same system of fitness requirements that bear upon the lesser
beings he chose to create.”

"> Emily Thomas offers an analysis of Cockburn’s Great Chain of Being view as underpinning her
argument for substantival space; see Thomas (2013). Here, Thomas argues that Cockburn makes
novel use of the Great Chain thesis to make a case for conceiving of space as something both
substantial and possessing divine properties. Although space may possess such properties, its
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It is difficult to say with any assurance that investment in a metaphysical
scheme of this kind constituted Cockburn’s basis for rejecting the variety of
externalism that views morality, either in its content or its obligatory force,
strictly as a function of God’s will and authority. However, her investment
in such a scheme coheres extraordinarily well with her understanding of
morality as based upon the nature of those beings God chose to create — at
least those of them possessed of rational and moral capacities — and with
her contention that God subjects himself to the same ‘rule’” as bears upon
their conduct. For Cockburn, though morality itself is an expression of
normativity that ranges no more extensively that the sphere of rational
conduct, the norms of fitness are comprehensively expressed in the system
of nature. Thus could Cockburn claim in Remarks upon some Writers that
‘[t]he absolute fitness of virtue in general consists in its tendency to
promote the order, harmony, and happiness of the world’ (Cockburn
1743: 433), and thus could she maintain in Remarks upon the Principles
that ‘it is not the authority of God’s example, but the perfection of the
pattern, that obliges us to imitate him’ (Cockburn 1747: 72).

existence within the Great Chain of Being prevents it from being ‘a second God’ (196). Jacqueline
Broad also discusses Cockburn’s unique use of the Great Chain of Being as a plank in her argument
for substantival space, producing, Broad notes, ‘an independent metaphysical position” that com-
bines Lockean philosophy with a Cambridge Platonist-inspired conception of nature Broad (2002:
160-2).
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