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Les lois et l’ordre: Malebranche, Berkeley, Hume

In the United States, talk of “law and order” evokes a concern to maintain 
social order through law enforcement and a reliance on prisons.  I hope that 
by the time I am finished, my talk of “laws and order” will evoke instead a 
line  of  thought  that  connects  three  overlapping  early-modern  thinkers:  
Nicolas Malebranche,  George Berkeley and David Hume.  I  hope to draw 
attention,  in  particular,  to  their  common  preference  for  general  laws  or 
universal rules in both the natural and moral spheres.  My narrative begins 
with the insistence in Malebranche on the fact that God, in acting for his own 
glory, follows an “ordre immuable” by imposing general laws or rules in the 
natural and moral realms.  Berkeley follows Malebranche both in stressing the 
predominance in nature and morality of general laws, and in appealing to 
God to explain this predominance.  What is new in Berkeley is the view that 
in imposing these natural and moral laws, God is governed by a concern for 
our welfare rather than for his own glory.  Finally, I consider the emphasis in 
Hume—which he shares with Malebranche and Berkeley—on the generality 
of natural laws and moral rules.  Whereas Malebranche and Berkeley insisted 
on a divine connection between the natural and moral orders, however, this 
connection is broken in Hume.  What remains for him is a morally indifferent 
natural order that “custom” leads us to conceive in terms of general laws, as 
well as a moral order directed toward human welfare that is governed by 
general rules of conduct. 

1.  Malebranche:  Les lois générales et l’ordre divin 

1.1.  Les lois naturelles et l’ordre immuable 
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Malebranche is of course well known for his occasionalist doctrine that God is 
the only genuinely efficacious cause.  He takes it to be a consequence of this 
doctrine that  “l’etude de la  nature est  fausse et  vaine en toutes  manières, 
lorsqu’on  y  cherche  d’autres  véritables  causes  que  les  volontés  du  Tout-
Puissant, ou que les lois generales selon lesquelles il agit sans cesse” (RV E 
XV, OCM 3:213).  

The appeal here to “les lois generaltes selon lesquelles [Dieu] agit sans 
cesse”  has  importance  for  Malebranche  beyond  his  occasionalism.   In 
particular, this appeal is crucial for his response to the theodicean problem of 
reconciling  the  disastrous  effects  in  the  realm  of  created  nature  with  the 
perfection of the Creator.   Such a response is  prominent in his Traité  de la 
nature et de la grâce (1680), where he argues that the very perfection of the 
Creator requires that he produce a world that operates in accord with general 
laws, even given the fact that such laws require disastrous effects.

This argument relies on a distinction between God’s “volontes générales,” 
which are present when “il s’agit en consequence des volontez generales qu’il 
a etablies” (TNG E I.1, OCM 5:147),  and his particular volitions, which are 1

present when “l’efficace de sa volonté n’est point determinée par quelque loi 
generale à produire quelque effet” (TNG E I.2, OCM 5:147–48).   Malebranche 
admits that since God is omnipotent, he could act by particular volitions to 
repair  natural  disastrous  effects  that  derive  from  general  laws.   By  such 
volitions, for instance, he could bring it about in particular cases that children 
not perish in the womb, or that there be no monstrous births (TNG I.19, OCM 
5:32).   However, he also emphasizes that God could do so only by “des voyes 
fort composées,” since he would be forced to add the particular volitions to 
the  general  volitions  that  produce  the  effects  of  general  laws.   Such  a 
multiplication Malebranche takes to compromise divine wisdom, since such 
wisdom requires that God “créer [cette monde] qui auroit pû se produire et se 
conserver par les loix les plus simples, ou qui devoit être le plus parfait, par 
rapport  à  la  simplicité  des  voyes  necessaries  à  sa  production,  ou  à  sa 
conservation” (TNG I.13, OCM 5:28). Malebranche emphasizes that God ‘n’a 
point eetabli les loix de la communication des mouvemens dans le desseuin 
de produire des monstres,” and that in general he desires the perfection of his 
creatures (TNG I.19, 22, OCM 5:32, 35).  Yet he also insists that it would be 
“indigne de sa sagesse,  de multiplier  ses  volontez,  pour empêcher certain 
desordres particuliers.”  Therefore, divine wisdom requires that God act in 

 There is scholarly controversy over whether God’s action en consequence de general 1

laws  indicates  that  general  laws  are  rules  that  God follows  in  acting  by  general 
volitions, or whether these laws are in fact identical to those volitions.   Settling this 
controversy is not crucial for our purposes here, but in the work from Adams cited in 
the  previous  note  there  is  a  defense  of  what  I  take  to  be  the  correct  view  that 
Malebranche  identifies  general  laws  with  God’s  general  volitions.   Cf.  my  own 
defense of this view in “Occasionalism and Mechanism.”
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accord  with  laws  “dont  un  si  grand nombre  de  monsters  sont  des  suites 
necessaires” (TNG I.22, OCM 5:35).2

Malebranche  emphasizes  that  God’s  “ordre  immuable”  also  places 
additional moral constraints on his action by means of general volitions.  He 
notes in the Traité,  for instance, that if Adam had not sinned, he could not 
have allowed natural laws to render him unhappy, “car la loi de l’ordre, qui 
veut que le juste ne souffre rien malgré lui,  étant essentielle à Dieu; la loi 
arbitraire de la communication des mouvemens y devoit necessairement être 
soûmise” (TNG I.20, OCM 5:33).  The natural order governed by general laws 
is  therefore  subordinate  to  a  higher  moral  order  that  forbids  unjust 
consequences of such laws. 

As it happens, Adam did sin, and so God’s “loi de l’ordre” does not forbid 
his  production  of  suffering  by  means  of  natural  laws.   Indeed,  for 
Malebranche, this same divine order requires this suffering.  In the Entretiens 
sur la metaphysique et sur la religion (1688), he claims that the fact that God 
“aime  invinciblement  l’Ordre  immuable”  leads  him  to  render  “plus 
d’honneur à ses attributes par la simplicité et la generalité de ses voïes, que 
par l’exemption des défauts qu’il permet dans l’Univers, ou qu’il y produit en 
consequence des loix générales qu’il a établies pour les meilleurs effets que la 
generation  des  monstres”  (EMR VIII.13,  OCM 12:191).   God  must  honor 3

himself in this way, since “toutes ses volontez sont nécessairement conformes 
à l’Ordre immuable de la  justice qu’il  se  doit  à  lui-même et  à  ses divines 
perfections” (OCM 12:191-92).  

We will discover that Malebranche is not alone in emphasizing that God is 
constrained by “order” to produce effects in nature in accord with general 
laws.  What distinguishes his view, rather, is his insistence in both the Traité 
and the Entretiens that the primary motivation for God’s action can be only 
the desire for his own glory.    As we have seen, there is the admission in 4

Malebranche that God can have secondary motivations, such as the desire for 
the perfection of his creatures.  But such motivations must be subordinated to 
his primary goal of glorifying himself.  Given that God is self-sufficient, this 
primary goal does not require that he create anything external.   But once 5

God  has  decided  to  create,  he  must  honor  his  own  immutable  order  by 
producing a world that is governed (for the most part) by simple and general 

 Malebranche argues in the Traité that God is obliged to act as much as possible by 2

means of general volitions not only in the realm of nature, but also in the realm of 
grace, which concerns the distribution of grace. 
 There is a distinction in this passage between the sinful actions that God permits, 3

but that result from the free choice of created agents, and disastrous effects in nature, 
such as monstrous births, that he produces as a consequence of general laws. 
 God “ne pouvant agir que pour sa gloire” (TNG I.I, OCM 5:12); God “ne peut … ni 4

vouloir absolument et directement que sa gloire” (EMR IX.11, OCM 12:215).
 Cf. TNG I.4, OCM 5:18-19, and EMR IX.3, OCM 12:202.5
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laws.  Thus, for Malebranche, it is primarily God’s desire for his own glory 
that serves to justify his production of the disastrous effects in nature required 
by the general laws that govern it.

1.2.  Les lois morales et la volonté divine 
Occasionalism is one of two doctrines central to Malebranche’s system.  The 
other is “La Vision en Dieu,” according to which our knowledge of necessary 
truths derives from “l’union” of our mind with ideas in the divine intellect.  
At one point in the Recherche, Malebranche defends this doctrine by appealing 
to the fact that “il n’est pas possible que Dieu ait d’autre fin principale de ses 
actions que lui-même” (RV III-2.6, OCM 1:442), a claim that, as we have seen, 
is prominent in his theodicy.  In this case,  the argument is that given this 
claim, the knowledge that God provides us must be directed to him, and not 
to an idea or object external to him.  According to La Vision en Dieu, our 
knowledge is directed to God in this way insofar as we can possess it only by 
means of “l’union” with the divine intellect.

This account of our knowledge is most directly relevant to speculative 
truths,  the  paradigmatic  examples  of  which,  for  Malebranche,  are  the 
“rapports de grandeur” that mathematical truths express. Malebranche also 
notes that through the union with the divine intellect, we also know practical 
truths  concerning  “lois  eternelles”  that  guide  our  conduct.   Yet  he  also 
recognizes  that  mere  knowledge  of  these  laws  does  not  account  for  their 
normative force.  In Eclaircissement X, Malebranche admits that even if one 
did see a particular moral law in God, such as the law that minds have more 
moral worth than bodies, still it seems that “on ne voit pas que cette vérité 
soit en même temps un ordre qui ait force de loi, et que l’on soit obligé de 
préférer les esprits aux corps.”  

To address this point,  Malebranche emphasizes  that moral  laws derive 
from God’s will as well as from the immutable order of his intellect.  In his 
Eclaircissement, he explicates this derivation from the divine will in terms of 
God’s love for himself.  In Malebranche’s view, the will is simply the love of 
the  “bien  général.”   Since  God,  as  the  source  of  all  that  is  good,  in  fact 6

constitutes the general good, his will is the love he has for himself.  Indeed, 
Malebranche’s view is that “Dieu s’aime par une amour nécessaire.”  Since 
this necessary love includes a love of immutable order, it follows that God 
“aime davantage ce qui est en lui qui répresente ou qui renferme plus de 
perfection que ce qui en renferme moins.”  It  is  thus that  “l’ordre qui est 
purement spéculatif a force de loi à égard de Dieu même.”  But the fact that 
God must  love  in  this  way shows that  “il  ne  peut  pas  vouloir  que  nous 
aimons davantage ce qui mérite le moins d’être aimé,” and thus that “il veut 

 For discussion of this Augustinian view in Malebranche, see my “Malebranche on 6

Natural and Free Loves.” 
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que  notre  volonté  soit  conforme  à  la  sienne,  et  qu’ici-bas  nous  rendions 
librement et par méritoirement la justice qu’il leur rend nécessairement” (RV 
E X, OCM 3:138-39).  Since our will is directed to God, as the good in general, 
what God wills for us has the force of law for our own will.  Thus, the moral 
constraints  revealed in God’s  immutable order become constraints  for  our 
action as well. 

For Malebranche, then, it is important that moral laws are related both to 
God’s intellect and to his will.   Intellect reveals the basis for these laws in 
“rapports de perfections” that are as necessary as mathematical “rapports de 
grandeur.”  However, moral laws are not “purement speculatives” since they 
also derive from the divine will.  We can grasp the content of moral laws by 
means of La Vision en Dieu, but we comprehend the normative force of these 
laws by recognizing the subordination of our will to God’s. 

2.  Berkeley: Les lois générales et le bien-être humain 

2.1.  Les lois naturelles et le bien-être humain 
The influence of Malebranche’s occasionalism on Berkeley is clear from the 
claim  of  the  latter,  in  his  Principles  of  Human  Knowledge  (1710),  that  “the 
connexion of ideas does not imply the relation of cause to effect, but only a 
mark or sign with the thing signified.  The fire I see is not the cause of the pain 
I suffer on approaching it,  but a mark that forewarns me of it” (PHK I.65, 
WGB 2:69).  To be sure, Berkeley derives the lack of a genuine causality in 
nature from the inactivity of the sensory ideas that constitute bodies rather 
than,  as in Malebranche,  from the general  inefficacy of  creatures.   Indeed, 
Berkeley  could  not  have  adopted  Malebranche’s  argumentative  strategy 
given his insistence that spirits have a kind of activity that distinguishes them 
from inactive ideas.   Nonetheless, Berkeley does adopt an occasionalist view 7

of the operations of non-spiritual nature that is similar to what we find in 
Malebranche. 

Moreover, Berkeley follows Malebranche in stressing that God produces 
natural effects by means of general laws.   Thus, he claims in the Principles 8

that  “by  nature  is  meant  only  the  visible  series  of  effects,  or  sensations 

 See, for instance, PHK I.142, WGB 2:106.  This sort of distinction between spirits and 7

ideas led Berkeley to emphasize in later writings that we know spirits by means of 
notions  rather  than  ideas.   For  discussion  of  this  point  in  Berkeley,  see  Adams, 
“Berkeley’s ‘Notion’ of Spiritual Substance.”  For a recent discussion of the nature of 
the causal activity that Berkeley attributes to finite spirits, see McDonough, “Berkeley, 
Human Agency, and Divine Concurrence.”  
 Whereas there is the suggestion in Malebranche that natural laws are identical to 8

divine  volitions  (see  note  1),  however,  Berkeley  identified  them  rather  with 
generalizations concerning connections in nature.  I discuss this difference in “From 
Causes to Laws.” 
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imprinted on our minds according to certain fixed and general laws” (PHK I.
150, WGB 2:109). As in the case of Malebranche, though, Berkeley confronts 
the question of why God acts in accord with “fixed and general laws” in the 
first  place,  particularly  in  cases  where  such  laws  yield  disastrous  effects.  
Berkeley’s answer to this question focuses on the fact that such laws are useful 
to us.   He emphasizes that God’s law-governed action “gives us a kind of 
foresight, which enables us to regulate our actions for the benefit of life,” and 
that without such action “we should be all in uncertainty and confusion, and 
a grown man no more know how to manage himself in the affairs of life, than 
an infant just born” (PHK I.31, WGB 2:54).9

One can find passages in which Malebranche also allows that we benefit 
from the fact that God produces natural effects in accord with general laws.  
For instance, there is his claim in the Entretiens  that God so produces such 
effects  in  order  to  “répandre  dans  son  ouvrage  l’uniformité  d’action 
nécessaire,… pour le tirer de la confusion et de l’irregularité d’une espece de 
chaos,  où  les  esprits  ne  pouroient  jamais  rien  comprendre”  (EMR  VII.10, 
OCM 12:161).  Yet the main point in this passage is that God acts in this way 
“pour faire porter à sa conduite le caractere de ses attributs,” and we have 
seen that he takes God to follow general laws primarily to manifest his own 
glory.

It  might  be  thought  that  on  this  point  Malebranche  is  in  a  stronger 
position  than  Berkeley,  since  it  is  not  clear  that  the  usefulness  of  general 
natural laws to us outweighs the natural evils that ensue from such laws.  
Nonetheless,  there  are  theoretical  reasons  for  Berkeley  to  emphasize  that 
general laws in nature are beneficial to us.  For as we will discover, he also 
takes  our  welfare  to  be  central  to  the  explanation  of  the  general  laws  of 
morality  that  God  decrees.   In  contrast  to  a  theocentric  emphasis  in 
Malebranche on the fact that natural and moral laws are grounded in God’s 
concern for his own glory, there is a kind of anthropocentric perspective on 
laws in Berkeley that serves to unify his accounts of the natural and moral 
orders. 

2.2.  Les lois morales comme décrets divins 

 Eric  Watkins  has  suggested  the  possibility  that  Berkeley’s  emphasis  on  the 9

usefulness of the study of nature is traceable to Francis Bacon.  This is an intriguing 
suggestion, though the only reference to Bacon in Berkeley’s writings that I have been 
able to find concerns Bacon’s critique of the “doctrine of abstraction” (PC 564, WGB 
1:70).
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Berkeley  presents  his  most  extensive  account  of  moral  laws  in  Passive 
Obedience (1712), a popular tract at the time of its publication that is less read 
today than his other philosophical writings.    In this tract,  10

Berkeley makes the observation that the term law of nature either “denote[s] a 
rule or precept for the direction of the voluntary actions of reasonable agents, 
and in that sense [it implies] a duty,” or “[signifies] any general rule which we 
observe to obtain in the works of nature, independent of the wills of men, in 
which no duty is implied” (PO XXXIII, WGB 6:35). Whereas the general rules 
that  obtain  independently  of  the  human  will  are  merely  descriptive 
generalizations of natural connections,  moral precepts are normative insofar 11

as they direct our action, and so impose duties on us.  
 Nonetheless, Berkeley allows that such precepts are usefully conceived in 

terms  of  general  rules  concerning  the  works  of  nature.   God’s  actions  in 
nature  “are  not  adapted to  particular  views,  but  all  conformed to  certain 
general rules” that are “excellently suited to promote the general well-being 
of creation” (PO XIV, WGB 6:24).   Likewise, our actions are to conform to 
universal moral rules that promote general human well-being.  And just as 
general  laws  prevent  nature  from  being  “nothing  but  a  disorderly  and 
confused chaos,” so without “certain definite inviolable rules, there will be no 
longer  found that  beauty,  order,  and  agreement  in  the  system of  rational 
beings, or moral world, which will then be all covered over with darkness 
and violence” (PO XXVII, WGB 6:31).  Both the natural and moral worlds are 
therefore governed by general laws that are directed to the end of promoting 
human well-being.

One might think that God’s desire for human well-being does not itself 
require our adherence to general moral laws.  After all, such a desire seems to 
be  consistent  with  an  “act  utilitarian”  view,  according  to  which  we  are 
obliged to do what we think will produce the most happiness.   Berkeley 12

himself introduces this possibility when he considers whether God wills that 
each  person  “upon  a  particular  occasion  to  consult  the  public  good  and 
always  …  do  that  which  to  him  shall  seem,  in  the  present  time  and 
circumstances,  most  conducive  to  it”  (PO VIII,  WGB 6:21).   However,  he 
indicates that we can set this possibility aside.  Given that “to calculate the 
events of each particular action is impossible,” the dictate to produce what 
seems to be the act most in accord with the public good provides “no sure 
standard to which comparing the actions of another, we may pronounce them 

 The main purpose of Passive Obedience is to argue that we have an unconditional 10

duty to refrain from resisting the sovereign, which is a duty of passive obedience.  For 
more on the political  context of  this work,  see David Berman, “The Jacobitism of 
Berkeley’s Passive Obedience.”  Cf. note 18.

 For the difference from Malebranche on this point, see note 1.11

 My treatment of Berkeley’s response to this point draws heavily on the very helpful 12

discussion in Darwall, “Berkeley’s Moral and Political Philosophy,” esp. §IV.
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good or bad, virtues or vices.”  Thus, just as general laws are required for the 
natural  order to be useful to us,  so the utility of the moral order requires 
“certain,  universal,  determinate  rules  or  moral  precepts”  (PO  IX-X,  WGB 
6:21-22).  

Berkeley therefore adopts a kind of “rule utilitarian” insofar as he argues 
that we are obliged to follow “some determinate, established laws, which, if 
universally practised, have from the nature of things, an essential fitness to 
procure the well-being of mankind” (PO VIII, WGB 6:21).  But there remains 
the question of why we have the duty to follow certain laws that in fact have 
“an essential fitness to procure the well-being of mankind.”  This is similar to 
the question for Malebranche of why practical truths have “la force de loi” 
with respect to our will.  Malebranche answered his question by appealing to 
the fact that God is led by order to will that we act in accord with these truths.  
And Berkeley also answers his question by appealing to the divine will.  In 
particular, he claims that something is a moral law for us since “it is decreed 
by the will of God, which alone can give the sanction of a law of nature to any 
precept” (PO XXXI, WGB 6:34).  For both Malebranche and Berkeley, then, the 
moral order is one that God imposes on us by means of his will, and thus is 
one to which we are bound.

Malebranche and Berkeley can be considered to be voluntarists insofar as 
they emphasize that moral laws derive from the divine will.  The voluntarism 
of each is tinged with rationalism.  This is clear in the case of Malebranche, 
who claims that we can see the basis for moral laws in the divine intellect, just 
as we see necessary mathematical truths there.  But Berkeley insists as well 
that moral laws are necessary truths that can be discovered by reason.  Thus 
he  claims in  Passive  Obedience  that  moral  laws “are  termed eternal  rules  of 
reason, because they necessarily result from the nature of things, and may be 
demonstrated by the infallible deductions of reason” (PO XII, WGB 6:23).  As 
in the case of  Malebranche,  Berkeley allows that  these “eternal  rules” can 
have the “force of law” with respect to our will only because God decrees 
them;  this  is  the  sense  in  which  they  are  voluntarists.   But  neither 
Malebranche nor Berkeley is a voluntarist  in the sense of holding that the 
decrees of God’s will are unconstrained by his intellect.  Quite the contrary: 
both  insist  that  the  moral  laws  that  God  wills  for  us  are  themselves  the 
necessary dictates of reason.

Yet just  as Malebranche and Berkeley differ  on the primary reason for 
God’s adherence to natural laws, so they differ on the precise reason that God 
wills that we obey particular moral laws.  Malebranche holds that God’s love 
for himself leads him to will that we conform to order, just as this love leads 
him to produce natural effects in accord with general laws.  However,  for 
Berkeley both the natural and moral orders are directed to our welfare.  We 
have seen that he ties the divine preference for general laws in nature to the 
fact that such laws allow him to instruct us on how to pursue our own good.  
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So also,  he takes God to decree certain moral  laws because they promote 
human well-being.  In both cases, according to Berkeley, it is God’s concern 
for us, and not for himself, that serves as his primary motivation.

3.  Hume:  Les lois générales et la nature humaine  

3.1.  Les lois naturulles et la coutume 
In  his  Treatise  of  Human  Nature  (1739-40),  Hume  invokes  the  defense  of 
occasionalism in Malebranche’s Recherche  in support of the conclusion that 
“the ultimate force and efficacy of nature is perfectly unknown to us, and that 
‘tis vain we search for it in all the known qualities of matter” (THN I.iii.14, 
159).   However, he also continues by rejecting the “certainly very curious” 13

opinion of the occasionalists that the power that produces effects in nature 
“must lie in the DEITY, or that divine being, who contains in his nature all 
excellency and perfection,” on the grounds that we “have no adequate idea of 
power or  efficacy in  any object,”  including God (159-60).   For  Hume,  the 
occasionalist argument against our experience of power in nature leads one 
rather to the conclusion that causal necessity “is something, that exists in the 
mind, not in objects,” and in fact is “nothing but that determination of the 
thought to pass from causes to effects and from effects to causes, according to 
their experience’d union” (165-66).

In effect, Hume is replacing the theological explanations in Malebranche 
of causal connections in nature with a psychological explanation of our causal 
inferences.   Famously,  Hume  holds  that  it  is  our  experience  of  constant 
conjunctions of objects that gives rise to a “determination of thought” to pass 
from the idea of one object to the idea of its attendant object.  The ultimate 
source of this determination is not God, but rather a “custom” deriving from 
experienced conjunctions that leads us to infer causes and effects from each 
other (THN I.iii.14, 168).14

For Hume, custom explains not only our causal inferences in particular 
cases, but also our tendency to conceive of nature in terms of general laws.  
Thus, in the course of explaining our inclination to “form general rules” and 
to adhere to them even in the case of counter instances, Hume invokes “those 
very  principles,  on  which  all  judgments  concerning  causes  and  effects 

 Hume emphasizes the argument, found also in Malebranche’s Recherche, that we 13

perceive no necessary connections between natural causes and their effects.  On the 
medieval  source  of  this  occasionalist  argument,  see  Nadler,  “No  Necessary 
Connection.”

 There is considerable debate in the literature over whether Hume intends to give an 14

account  of  the  metaphysical  nature  of  causation,  or  whether—as partisans  of  the 
“New Hume” claim—his account focuses only on our understanding of causation and 
leaves open the possibility of real causal connections in nature.  On this interpretive 
dispute, see Read and Richman, eds., The New Hume Debate. 
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depend”  (THN  I.iii.13,  147).   It  is  because  we  require  an  experience  of 
constantly conjoined objects to make causal inferences in the first place that 
we generalize from one case to other resembling instances.   Just as causal 
necessity is in our mind, according to Hume, so the source of generality in 
nature is the custom that guides our causal inferences.

We have seen the emphasis in Berkeley on the fact that we benefit from 
the fact that God operates in nature according to general laws.  In his Enquiry 
concerning Human Nature (1748), Hume offers a non-theological version of this 
point in holding that the custom that leads us to conceive of nature in terms 
of  general  laws  is  “necessary  to  the  subsistence  of  our  species,  and  the 
regulation of our conduct, in every circumstance and occurrence of human 
life.”   His  conclusion  is  that  “those,  who  delight  in  the  discovery  and 
contemplation of final causes, have here ample subject to employ their wonder 
and admiration” (EHU V-2, 55).

Prior  to  appealing  to  “final  causes,”  Hume speaks  of  a  kind  of  “pre-
established harmony between the course of nature and the succession of our 
ideas” (EHU V-2, 54).  Of course, the reference here is to Leibniz’s famous 
claim that God brings about the harmony of our internally produced mental 
states  with  the  external  bodily  states  with  which  they  are  correlated.  
However,  Hume’s  appeal  to  final  causes  also  brings  to  mind the  view in 
Berkeley that God imposes general laws in nature for our benefit.   I  have 
noted  that  Berkeley  is  somewhat  vulnerable  on  this  point,  and  that 
Malebranche  has  a  stronger  position  insofar  as  he  emphasizes  that  God’s 
primary motivation for such action is  his own glory.   But his talk of final 
causes  notwithstanding,  Hume  distances  himself  even  further  than 
Malebranche did from the sort of anthropocentric conception of the order of 
nature  that  we  find in  Berkeley.   Most  dramatically,  in  his  posthumously 
published essay, Of Suicide, he notes that “the life of a man is of no greater 
importance to the universe than that of  an oyster” (PD 100).   Our lack of 
importance is said to be revealed by the fact that “there is no event, however 
important  to  us,  that  is  exempted  from the  general  laws  that  govern  the 
universe,” so that “the elements and other inanimate parts of  the creation 
carry on in their action without regard to the particular interest and situation 
of men” (PD 99).  Whereas even Malebranche was willing to admit that God 
has a subordinated concern for the perfection of his creatures, Hume’s “God 
or nature” is concerned only to submit all natural events to general laws.15

Hume’s point that nature is governed by exceptionless general laws is in 
fact linked to his point that it is indifferent to human well-being.  This is clear 
from the discussion in his Dialogues concerning Natural Religion (1777) of the 

 For the claim that Hume accepts a kind of “attenuated deism” that allows for a 15

non-providential  cause  of  the  universe,  see  Gaskin,  Hume’s  Philosophy  of  Religion, 
219-23.
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“four hypotheses” concerning “the first causes of the universe.”  In this text, 
the skeptic Philo concludes his discussion of the problem of evil by offering 
four such hypotheses:  “that  they are  endowed with perfect  goodness;  that 
they have perfect malice; that they are opposite and have both goodness and 
malice;  that  they have neither  goodness  nor  malice”  (DNR XI,  75).   Philo 
dismisses the first two hypotheses by noting “the strange mixture of good 
and ill  which  appears  in  life.”   But  though such  a  mixture  may seem to 
support the Manichean hypothesis of competing forces, he counters that “the 
perfect  uniformity and agreement of  the parts  of  the universe” refute this 
hypothesis.   This  leaves  him  only  with  the  “true  conclusion”  that  “the 
original source of things … has no more regard to good above ill than to heat 
above cold, or to drought above moisture, or to light above heavy” (DNR XI, 
74-75).  In terms of Of Suicide, what we have is a nature for which human life 
is of no more importance than the life of an oyster.  

3.2.  Les règles morales et sentiment 
In  a  note  to  his  Enquiry  concerning  the  Principles  of  Morals  (1751),  Hume 
mentions that Montesquieu endorses a theory that “supposes all right to be 
founded  on  certain  rapports  or  relations,”  and  then  adds  that  “Father 
Malebranche, as far as I can learn, was the first that stated this abstract theory 
of morals, which was afterwards adopted by Cudworth, Clarke, and others; 
and as it excludes all sentiment, and pretends to found everything on reason, 
it has not wanted followers in this philosophic age.”  Hume himself has a dim 
view of this abstract theory, calling it “a system that, in my opinion, never 
will be reconciled with true philosophy” (EPM III-2, 158 n.1).  Indeed, it is a 
central claim of the second Enquiry that moral distinctions do not derive from 
relations  discovered  by  reason,  but  rather  are  “founded  entirely  on  the 
particular fabric and constitution of the human species” (EPM I, 170). 

We have seen that Malebranche does indeed hold that moral rules are 
necessary truths discoverable by reason.  Nonetheless, we have also seen that 
the admission in Malebranche that our apprehension of these relations does 
not suffice for moral rules to have the “force de loi” for us.  What is required 
in addition is some connection to the will, conceived as the impulse toward 
the good.  In this sense, Malebranche does not fit Hume’s characterization of 
him  as  one  who  “excludes  all  sentiment”  from  moral  consideration  and 
presents “a purely abstract theory of morals.”

Berkeley likewise rejects the claim that reason alone can reveal our moral 
duties. Moral laws have obligatory force only in virtue of the fact that God 
has  decreed  them.   Thus  for  Berkeley,  as  indeed  for  Malebranche,  it  is 
ultimately the fact that God wills that we follow these laws that reveals that 
we are obliged to follow them.  As we have seen, however, Hume takes the 
ultimate source of the natural order to be morally indifferent.  Indeed, in Of 
Suicide he appeals to this moral indifference in support of the conclusion that 
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“men  are  entrusted  to  their  own  judgment  and  discretion  in  the  various 
shocks  of  matter,  and  may  employ  every  faculty  with  which  they  are 
endowed, in order to provide for their ease, happiness, or preservation” (PD 
99).  We are on our own in the world, and in determining how to act we must 
rely on our faculties, guided by our sense of what will provide for our “ease, 
happiness, or preservation.” 

In place of the divine will, Hume offers as a source of the obligatory force 
of our moral judgments certain primitive features of human nature that are 
not subject to further explanation.  In the second Enquiry, the primary such 
feature is  a  “humanity or  fellow-feeling with others” that  allows us to be 
affected by the happiness or misery of others.   Hume notes that “it is not 16

probable, that these principles can be resolved into principles more simple 
and universal,” and thus must be considered “as original” (EPM V-2, 178-79 
n.1).   This original  principle serves to explain why we approve of  actions 
solely on the basis of the fact that they are beneficial to society.

In the third book of the Treatise, “Of Morals,” Hume holds that though an 
interest in the good of society plays some role in our approval of all of the 
moral virtues, it is most crucial for the “artificial” virtues, which we approve 
only insofar as they are tied to “a general scheme or system of action, which is 
advantageous” (T III.iii.1, 579). For Hume the primary example of such an 
artificial  virtue is  that  of  justice,  which is  concerned with rules  governing 
property. We do not approve of justice because we approve of everything that 
these rules require; indeed, Hume allows that in some cases the rules might 
require particular actions that draw our disapproval. However, we tolerate 
these cases because we take the system of rules as a whole to be beneficial to 
us. With respect to justice, then, Hume is—as, recall, Berkeley is in general—a 
kind of rule utilitarian.17

Though Hume drops talk of “artificial virtues” in the second Enquiry, he 
retains the view in the Treatise that justice is tied to a particular system of rules 
that  is  judged to  be advantageous to  society.  As in  the Treatise,  moreover, 
Hume emphasizes in the second Enquiry  that we can approve of the rules 
even when we do not approve of all  of  their  results.  Thus he notes in an 
appendix to the latter text that “public utility requires that property should be 

 The appeal in the second Enquiry to a feeling of humanity replaces the appeal in the 16

Treatise to sympathy as the primary basis for moral judgment. 
 As indicated in note 11, however, Berkeley defends rule utilitarianism in the context 17

of  arguing  for  an  unconditional  duty  of  passive  obedience.   In  contrast,  Hume 
explicitly rejected such a duty in his essay, “Of Passive Obedience”; see EMPL, 488–
92.  Hume argues that in “extraordinary” circumstances in which “the execution of 
justice would be attended with very pernicious consequences” (EMPL, 388), there is 
no longer any obligation to obey the rules that the government imposes.  Though 
Hume does not explicitly mention Berkeley’s Passive Obedience in this essay, he may 
well have this text in mind.
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regulated by general inflexible rules; and though such rules are adopted as 
best serve the same end of public utility, it is impossible for them to prevent 
all particular hardships, or make beneficial consequences result from every 
particular case.”  For our purposes, it is significant that Hume continues by 
observing that in this respect moral rules are similar to laws of nature, since 
“even the general laws of the universe, though planned by infinite wisdom, 
cannot exclude all evil or inconvenience in every particular operation” (EPM 
App.  III,  256).   According to  Hume,  then,  both the  natural  order  and the 
moral order of justice are governed by general rules that allow for hardships 
or inconveniences in particular cases.

The point that general rules require particular evils is familiar from the 
theodicies of Malebranche and Berkeley.  Of course, Hume is not interested in 
appealing  to  this  feature  of  natural  laws  in  order  to  justify  the  moral 
perfection of the Creator.  For him, the evidence indicates clearly enough the 
moral indifference of the cause or causes of the natural order.  But I think it is 
fair to see him as applying to the case of moral rules the lesson that Berkeley 
stressed in the case of natural laws, namely, that general laws that allow for 
particular evils can nevertheless be beneficial for us overall. 

Hume  is  distinguished  from  Berkeley  as  well  as  Malebranche  by  his 
concern to replace a theological explanation of natural and moral laws with 
an explanation that is grounded in an account of human nature.  In the case of 
the  natural  order,  Hume  substitutes  a  psychological  explanation  of  our 
nomological causal inferences for a theological explanation of law-governed 
causal connections in nature.  For him, the natural order can no longer be 
conceived as  being governed by moral  considerations.   In  the  case  of  the 
moral order, Hume substitutes our moral sentiments for the divine will as the 
“original principle” that explains the normative force of general moral rules.  
Though nature itself  is  morally indifferent,  this principle provides us with 
moral guidance. 

Nonetheless, what remains in Hume from Malebranche and Berkeley is 
an  emphasis  on  the  centrality  of  general  laws  for  the  natural  and  moral 
orders.  There is of course a sense in which the notion that general laws are 
central to the natural order derives from Descartes.  After all, Descartes was 
one of the first to hold that nature is governed by laws that follow from the 
immutability of divine action.   However, it  was Malebranche rather than 18

Descartes who insisted that general laws are required for the moral order as 
well.  This broader emphasis on generality is what Malebranche bequeathed 
to Berkeley,  and what Hume developed in his own way.  Moreover,  there 
remains in Hume’s particular account of the moral order Berkeley’s utilitarian 

 I  emphasize  this  point  in  “From  Laws  to  Causes.”   For  my  own  (somewhat 18

controversial) interpretation of Descartes’s views on natural laws and their relation to 
God, see “Primary and Secondary Causes in Descartes’ Physics.”
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emphasis on the fact that general moral laws are directed to the promotion of 
human well-being.  Despite his profound disagreements with the views of his 
predecessors, then, it remains useful to consider Hume as part of a tradition 
of thought about laws and order in the natural and moral realms that began 
with Malebranche and that runs through Berkeley.19

 I  benefitted  from  comments  on  earlier  versions  of  this  chapter  deriving  from 19

discussions at the University of California at San Diego and the University of Notre 
Dame.   Special  thanks  to  Eric  Watkins  for  his  very  helpful  sets  of  comments  on 
various drafts, and for issuing the initial invitation to address the issues I consider 
here.
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ABBREVIATIONS

  1. Works of Nicolas Malebranche
EMR = Entretiens sur la métaphysique et sur la religion.  Cited by dialogue 

and section.
OCM =  Oeuvres  complètes  de  Malebranche.  Ed.  by  André  Robinet  et  al.  

Paris: J. Vrin, 1958–.  Cited by volume and page.
RV= De la recherche de la vérité.  Cited by book, part (where relevant), and 

chapter, or by elucidation number (e.g., E XV).
TNG = Traité de la nature et de la grace.  Cited by discourse and section, or 

by elucidation number and paragraph. 

  2. Works of George Berkeley
ALC = Alciphron: or the Minute Philosopher.  Cited by dialogue and section. 
NTV = An Essay towards a New Theory of Vision.  Cited by paragraph. 
PC = Philosophical Commentaries.  Cited by entry.
PHK  = Treatise of the Principles of Human Knowledge.   Cited by part and 

paragraph.
PO = Passive Obedience.  Cited by paragraph.
S = Siris:  a  Chain of  Philosophical  Reflections  and Enquiries  concerning the 

virtues of Tar-water.  Cited by paragraph. 
WGB = George Berkeley, The Works of George Berkeley Bishop of Cloyne.  Ed. 

A.  A.  Luce  and  T.  E.  Jessop.   London:  Thomas  Nelson  and  Sons, 
1948-57.  Cited by volume and page.

  3. Works of David Hume
       DNR = Dialogues concerning Natural  Religion,  cited by part and page 
number in PD.

EHU = Enquiries concerning Human Understanding, cited by section, (where 
relevant) part, and marginal page number of NE.

EMPL = Essays Moral, Political and Literary, revised edn. Ed. E. F. Miller. 
Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1987.

EPM = Enquiries concerning the Principles of Morals,  cited by section and 
(where  relevant)  part,  or  by  appendix  number,  and marginal  page 
number in NE.

NE  =  Enquiries  concerning  Human  Understanding  and  concerning  the 
Principles of Morals,  3rd edn.  Ed. P. H. Nidditch. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1978. 

NT = A Treatise of Human Nature,  2nd edn. Ed. P. H. Nidditch.  Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1978.
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PD = Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (including Of the Immorality of 
the Soul, Of Suicide, and Of Miracles), 2nd edn. Ed. Richard H. Popkin. 
Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1980. 

THN = A Treatise of Human Nature, cited by book, part, section, and page 
number in NT. 
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