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Creation, Divine Freedom, and Catharine Cockburn:  

On Possible Worlds and Contingent Laws 
 

The early eighteenth century philosopher Catharine Cockburn discusses several aspects of divine 
freedom with regard to creation. Edmund Law - one of Cockburn’s peers - argues that there is no best 
possible world for God to create, and this entails voluntarism. ‘Voluntarism’ holds that God wills what is 
morally right, such that what God does is good; it is contrasted with ‘intellectualism’, which holds that 
God knows what is morally right, such that God does what is good. Cockburn agrees with Law that there 
is no best possible world, but she absolutely rejects Law’s thesis that this entails voluntarism. In the 
course of this rejection, Cockburn reveals several unappreciated aspects of her metaphysics: there may be 
a plurality of created worlds; and natural and moral laws are contingent. These unappreciated aspects are 
important, as they draw Cockburn close to some contemporary views, demonstrate her intellectual 
independence from Clarke and others, and allow God an extra breadth of freedom over what to create.  

 
 

1 Introduction 

In early modern thought, God is held to possess all perfections, including freedom. 

During this period, many philosophers asked, How free is God with regard to creation? This 

paper argues that, according to the English philosopher Catharine Cockburn (1679-1749)1, God 

is very free indeed.  

Cockburn advances her views on divine freedom of creation in the context of replying to 

an argument from one of her peers, Edmund Law. In the early eighteenth century, debate raged 

between voluntarists and intellectualists. ‘Voluntarism’ holds that God wills what is morally right, 

such that what God does is good; in contrast, ‘intellectualism’ holds that God knows what is 

morally right, such that God does what is good. Law put forward an unusual argument for 

voluntarism, arguing that there is no such thing as a ‘best possible world’ - a morally superlative 

world with no equal, or better - and this entails voluntarism. Cockburn accepts there is no best 

possible world but absolutely rejects that this entails voluntarism and, in the process of making 

her reply, reveals two significant metaphysical views: her system provides for a plurality of 

created worlds, and it holds that natural and moral laws are contingent. There is no existing 

literature on Cockburn’s metaphysics of divine creation, and as such these views have gone 

unremarked by scholars. However, these views are important: they are precursors to widely held 

views in contemporary metaphysics; they demonstrate Cockburn’s intellectual independence; and 

they show that, on Cockburn’s system, God is afforded an incredible breadth of freedom over 

what he can create.     

                                                 
1 For biographies of Cockburn (nee Trotter) and wider overviews of her philosophical work, see Waithe (1991), 
Bolton (1993), Hutton (1998), Nuovo (2000; 2011), Broad (2002, 141-165), Kelley (2002), and Sheridan (2011).   
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This paper will proceed as follows. Section 2 provides intellectual context, setting out 

Law’s argument for voluntarism. With this background in place, Section 3 explores Cockburn’s 

views on divine freedom. Section 3.1 discusses Cockburn’s rejection of the best possible world. 

As Cockburn’s views on this issue have also been entirely neglected, I take a detour to ask what 

motivates them, and argue that her absolutism about space may be a hidden factor. Section 3.2 

explains Cockburn’s rejection of Law’s argument for voluntarism. Section 3.3 shows how 

Cockburn’s response to Law reveals previously unappreciated aspects of her metaphysics, and 

argues for their significance. Along the way, I contend that these aspects are motivated by 

Cockburn’s use of the Platonic principle of plenitude, and suggest that this may explain some 

unexpected similarities between her metaphysics and those of the twentieth century philosopher 

David Lewis. Section 4 offers some final thoughts. 

 

2 Law’s Argument for Voluntarism  

2.1 Introducing Law 

As explained above, Cockburn’s views on God’s freedom with regard to creation arise in 

the context of rejecting an argument from Law. Whilst one could describe Cockburn’s views 

without discussing Law’s argument, it will prove useful to detail that argument, as it will provide 

helpful intellectual context to Cockburn’s work.  

In 1731, Law published An Essay on the Origin of Evil, an English translation of William 

King’s De Origine Mali. (Cockburn works from the second edition, published in 1732, and I 

follow her in this.) King’s tract is a theodicy, intended to show how the Christian God is 

compatible with the existence of evil. Law appended lengthy notes to his translation, setting out 

his own opinions on the issues discussed in King’s text. In the pages leading up to, and 

comprising, his fifty-third note on the text, Law puts forward an unusual argument for 

voluntarism. The argument hinges on how best to understand God’s freedom to act with regard 

to creation, and it is this argument that Cockburn takes issue with.  

 

2.2 Law on the Best Possible World and Voluntarism 

Law’s argument for voluntarism sprawls over a dozen pages. I reconstruct it as follows: 

 

I) There is no best possible world 

II) If the actual world is not the best possible world, then intellectualism is false 

III) Intellectualism is false  
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Assuming that intellectualism and voluntarism are the only possible accounts of morality, and 

they are mutually exclusive, then the conclusion that intellectualism is false implies that 

voluntarism is true. I will discuss each premise of this argument in turn. 

 Law is adamant that (I) is true. Before exploring Law’s reasoning, I will give some 

background on the notion of a ‘best possible world’. Consider the ways that our actual world - 

the inclusive entity we occupy, encompassing every atom and every galaxy, and its history - might 

be different. Some species of dinosaur that are extinct might have survived; the English civil war 

might never have happened; our sun might have turned into a supernova. These ways that the 

actual world might have been are known as ‘possible worlds’.  

In his Theodicy, first published in 1710, Leibniz argued that, of all the possible worlds God 

might have chosen to create, our world is the best possible world. 

 

I call ‘World’ the whole succession and the whole agglomeration of all existent things... there is 

an infinitude of possible worlds among which God must needs have chosen the best... [An 

adversary might say] that the world could have been without sin and without sufferings; but I 

deny that then it would have been better (H 128-9)2. 

 

By the ‘best’ possible world, Leibniz means the best in terms of moral goods. It is controversial 

as to what those moral goods are but contenders include happiness, quantity of essence or being, 

or the greatest variety of phenomena governed by the simplest set of laws3. Leibniz claims that, 

whilst there may be a possible world with less sin or suffering than ours, it would not be better 

than ours, as the presence of sin or suffering must contribute in some way to the moral goodness 

of our world. On Leibniz’s system it may seem that, due to his omnibenevolent nature, God must 

create the best possible world. In other words, it seems that God is not free to choose which 

possible world he creates. This is problematic in the context of early modern thought, which 

holds God to be perfectly free. As Law states, ‘Knowledge, Power and Freedom are Perfections’ 

(Law, 1732, 302). Any metaphysical system that did not ascribe freedom to God would be 

regarded at best with deep suspicion, and at worse as dangerous and blasphemous. Leibniz is 

very aware of this danger, and argues that, despite how it may seem, on his system God is free. 

In correspondence, Leibniz writes, ‘For when a wise being, and especially God... chooses what is 

best, he is not the less free upon that account’ (A 56)4.  

                                                 
2 ‘H’ refers to Leibniz’s Theodicy, edited by Huggard.  
3 See Murray and Greenberg (2013) for an useful overview of the scholarly dispute surrounding this issue. 
4 ‘A’ refers to page numbers in the correspondence between Leibniz and Samuel Clarke, edited by Alexander.  
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 Law advances a slew of objections to Leibniz’s system but we will focus on his 

objections to the notion of a best possible world. It might seem incompatible with God’s 

omnibenevolent nature to hold that our world is not the best possible world. However, Law 

argues that God’s nature is compatible with this, on two kinds of scenarios.  

 On the first kind of scenario, Law writes, ‘there is no Creature or System of Creatures so 

good but a better is possible, and consequently there is none absolutely best’ (Law, 1732, 295). 

The idea is that there could be an infinite continuum of worlds increasing in goodness, such that 

for each world there is one that is better. Law suggests several ways this scenario might come 

about, including that ‘what ever Number of Creatures he [God] has made he may still make 

more’ (Law, 1732, 296). On this scenario, the implication is that it is not to God’s detriment that 

he does not create the best possible world, as God could not create the best world any more 

than he could create the highest number. On the second kind of scenario, Law writes, ‘whatever 

System we suppose in Nature, God might have made another equal to it’ (Law, 1732, 298). The 

idea here is that there may be several worlds boasting equal but distinct moral goods. As Law 

puts it, ‘a certain Number of regular Pyramids will fill a Space, and yet irregular ones will do it as 

well’ (Law, 1732, 298). To illustrate the idea using Leibniz’s putative moral goods, one world 

could have the greatest number of happy beings but less quantity of essence; and another world 

could have the greatest quantity of essence but less happiness. Again, the implication is that it is 

not to God’s detriment that he could not create the best possible world if there are several 

‘equally best’ possible worlds. 

 Given these conceivability arguments, Law holds (I), there is no best possible world. In 

order to explain the reasoning underlying (II), it will be helpful to give some further background 

to the intellectualism-voluntarism debate.   

  ‘Voluntarists’ hold that God wills what is morally right, emphasising God’s volition or 

will. On this view, God is perfectly free to determine what is right; however, it might be worried 

that on this view God’s decrees are ‘arbitrary’, such that he could equally will happiness as 

terrible suffering to be morally good. In contrast, ‘intellectualists’ hold that God knows what is 

morally right, emphasising God’s intellect or omniscience. On this view, morality is clearly not 

arbitrary; however, it might be worried that as on this view moral standards ‘external’ to God 

exist - standards that, as an omnibenevolent being, God cannot violate - God is not perfectly 

free. Historically, voluntarism has been advocated by figures such as Scotus and Ockham; and 

intellectualism has been advocated by Aquinas. In the seventeenth century, voluntarism was 

advocated by figures such as Thomas Hobbes and Robert Boyle; their positions were attacked by 

intellectualists such as the ‘Cambridge Platonists’ Henry More and Ralph Cudworth. It should be 
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clear from the foregoing discussion that Leibniz is an intellectualist: God knows what is best, and 

chooses it.  

Law’s argument for (II) runs as follows. Law argues that, if an intellectualist God could 

not create the best possible world, then that God would not create any world at all. In the 

context of discussing the possibility that for every world there is one better, Law writes: 

 

And since in this Case whatever he [God] was pleased to create was still infinitely short in 

goodness and perfection of what he could create, ’tis plain his Understanding cou’d put no limits 

to his Power, nor direct him whether he should create this System or another... and consequently 

there cou’d never have been any World at all. For if only the best determine him, and there be no 

best, as appears; then ’tis impossible he should ever be determin’d (Law, 1732, 296).  

 

If there were no best possible world, then an intellectualist God would not ‘determine’ (i.e. 

decide upon) creating any world at all. Given this, if the actual world is not the best possible 

world, then intellectualism is false.  

Law’s views on (II) likely have their inspiration in Leibniz. Leibniz argues that our world 

is the best possible world because God would not have chosen to create anything less than the 

best. ‘[T]here would be something to correct in the actions of God if it were possible to do 

better’ (H 128). Leibniz goes on, ‘[I]f there were not the best (optimum) among all possible 

worlds, God would not have produced any... since he does nothing without acting in accordance 

with supreme reason’ (H 128). This is a reference to Leibniz’s principle of sufficient reason: 

nothing happens without a reason why it should be so, and not otherwise. Leibniz and Law are 

agreed that, if there were no best possible world, God would not create any. Of course, they are 

disagreeing over whether our world is the best possible world. 

Together, these premises lead to Law’s conclusion. (I) argues there is no best possible 

world. (II) argues that - because an intellectualist God would only create the best possible world - 

if the actual world were non-best, then intellectualism would be false. This leads to (III): there is 

no best possible world so the actual world cannot be the best possible world, and therefore 

intellectualism is false. If intellectualism is false, then voluntarism must be true. Having set out 

his views on (II), Law goes on to add, ‘I must observe that most of this Dispute, and the 

Embarrassments of Men’s Understandings about it seems to proceed from their taking these 

words, good, better and best for absolute Qualities inherent in the nature of Things’ (Law, 1732, 

296). In other words, these embarrassments are arising from intellectualism.  

 Having established the falsity of intellectualism in general, Law goes on to particularly 

criticise one variant of it: the moral fitness view. In this context, Law states that God’s actions 
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can be seen to be good and wise without appealing to any fitnesses in things that some thinkers 

‘unaccountably’ suppose to be antecedent to the will of God (Law, 1732, 303). This is a reference 

to the traditional worry that, on the intellectualist view, God’s actions are constrained by moral 

laws or fitnesses external to himself. One of Law’s targets is almost certainly5 the moral fitness 

theorist Samuel Clarke. In her reply to Law, Clarke is the thinker that Cockburn sets out to 

defend.  

    

3 Cockburn on God’s Freedom to Create 

Cockburn’s principal discussion of divine freedom with regard to creation can be found 

in her Remarks upon Some Writers on Morality. In the preface, Cockburn explains that despite her 

great esteem for Law, she is concerned to find that he has shown a partiality against ‘one of the 

greatest lights this age has produced’: Clarke. In light of this, Cockburn will lay aside her personal 

regard for Law to properly establish the foundation of moral virtue (Cockburn, 1743, 89). 

Cockburn goes on to explicitly engage with Note 53 of Law’s Origin of Evil, and reject Law’s 

argument for voluntarism. This section will explore Cockburn’s response to Law, before 

showing how it reveals significant aspects of her metaphysic.  

 

3.1 Cockburn and the Best Possible World 

With King and Law, Cockburn firmly rejects the Leibnizian thesis that there is a best 

possible world:  

 

’Tis strongly urged, both by the archbishop King, and in the notes by his translator, that it 

depended solely on the will of God... among many possible worlds, which he should choose, 

there being no best among created things, that could absolutely determine him. All which, I think, 

is very justly argued, and solidly refutes Mr Leibniz’s notion, of there being nothing equal or 

indifferent in nature (Cockburn, 1743, 110).  

 

As there is no existing literature on this view in Cockburn, taking a detour into the motivations 

underlying it should be of interest, especially since debate over the best possible world continues 

today6. Whilst Cockburn may be merely motivated by Law-style conceivability arguments, I argue 

that there may be an additional, hidden motivation at work: Cockburn’s absolutism about space. 

                                                 
5 Although Law does not name the moral fitness theorists he is attacking, he mentions Clarke by name shortly after 
these remarks, whilst discussing worries for voluntarism (Law, 1732, 313). Given Law’s awareness of Clarke’s anti-
voluntarist views, we can safely assume that Clarke is one of Law’s targets. Cockburn certainly reads Law in this way.   
 
6 Useful - and opinionated - introductions to the contemporary debate over God’s freedom to create the best 
possible world include Garcia (1992) and Rowe (2004).  
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As Law (1732, 7) rejects absolutism about space, this motivation could apply to Cockburn’s 

thought but not to Law’s. To explain this hidden motivation, I turn to the Leibniz-Clarke 

correspondence.   

In a series of letters exchanged between 1715 to 1716 - and published in 1717 - Leibniz 

and Clarke discussed many of the most important philosophical issues of their day. Clarke, well 

known for his Newtonian views, was arguably assisted in his replies to some degree by Newton. 

One vein of controversy running throughout the Leibniz-Clarke correspondence concerns the 

principle of sufficient reason with regard to divine freedom of creation. Here, the debate focuses 

not on which possible world God might create but rather where and when in infinite space and 

time God might create the finite material system that we inhabit. The debate arises because 

Newton and Clarke conceive space and time as ‘absolute’ substance-like entities; as the parts of 

space and time respectively are everywhere the same, our material system could be equally well 

created at any place or time.  

Leibniz rejects absolute space and time, arguing that, if we posit them, God’s decision to 

create our material system in one spatio-temporal location rather than another will violate the 

principle of sufficient reason. Clarke replies to this objection as follows: 

 

’Tis very true, that nothing is, without a sufficient reasons why it is, and why it is thus rather than 

otherwise... But this sufficient reason is oft-times no other, than the mere will of God. For 

instance: why this particular system of matter, should be created in one particular place, and that 

in another particular place; when (all place being absolutely indifferent to matter,) it would have 

been exactly the same thing vice versa supposing the systems (or the particles) of matter to be 

alike; there can be no other reason, but the mere will of God (A 20-21).     

 

In other words, Clarke is arguing that when faced with two equal choices, God’s will to pick one 

over the other constitutes sufficient reason for doing so. On this subject, Clarke later adds that 

when two ways of acting ‘are equally and alike good’ it should not be affirmed that God could 

not choose between them, for that denies God ‘any original principle or power of beginning to 

act’ (A 32-3). Against Leibniz, Clarke holds that God has the power to act even when choosing 

between actions that are equally good7. 

 Clarke does not discuss the notion of a best possible world in his correspondence nor (to 

the best of my knowledge) elsewhere in his corpus. Rowe (2007, 285) claims that Clarke argues 

                                                 
7 As one would expect, Leibniz strongly rejects this, arguing against Clarke that choice is always founded on some 
reason: ‘A mere will without any motive, is a fiction, not only contrary to God’s perfection, but also chimerical’ (A 
36). For more on this dispute, see Iltis (1973), Harris (2007, 52-3) and Henry (2009, 97-9). 
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for the existence of a best possible world. However, Rowe does not provide any evidence in 

favour of this claim, and I am aware of no textual evidence in Clarke that might support it. 

Against Rowe, I argue that Clarke’s remarks on space and time commit him to denying that there 

is a best possible world: Clarke is arguing that there are many possible worlds in which exactly 

the same system of matter exists, placed in a variety of spatio-temporal locations. This gives rise 

to multiple possible worlds with ‘equally best’ systems. And, I argue, Cockburn may hold that 

there is no best possible world for the same reason.  

Cockburn also defends an absolute theory of space, conceiving space as an ‘immaterial 

unintelligent substance’ (Cockburn, 1742, 97)8. Consequently, she also seems to be committed to 

the view that there are many equally good possible worlds, worlds in which the same material 

system is placed in different parts of space. These possibilities provide a further kind of scenario 

on which a plurality of equally good worlds are possible. These scenarios suggest an additional, 

hidden motivation underlying Cockburn’s rejection of a best possible world.  

 

3.2 Cockburn’s Defence of Intellectualism and Law’s Argument 

 Cockburn is an intellectualist, and as such she wholeheartedly rejects Law’s argument for 

voluntarism. I will say a little about Cockburn’s intellectualism before setting out her rejection of 

Law’s argument. 

 The preface to Cockburn’s Remarks explains that it presents a defence of Clarke’s views; 

however, it would be more accurate to say that this tract defends Clarke’s views and that many of 

these views are shared by Cockburn. Cockburn’s moral fitness theory has attracted more 

scholarship than any other area of her philosophy9. It has been convincingly argued by Bolton 

(1993) and Sheridan (2007) that it is present in Cockburn’s earliest philosophical writings, 

predating Clarke’s expression of the moral fitness view.  

In Cockburn’s first philosophical tract, A Defence of Mr Locke’s Essay (1702), Cockburn 

sets out to defend Locke from Thomas Burnet’s charge of voluntarism. Some of Locke’s 

remarks suggest voluntarism; for example, in his Essay Locke claims that the true ground of 

morality ‘can only be the will and law of a God’ (I.ii.6). Burnet worries that Locke is a 

voluntarist, raising the traditional concern that morality is arbitrary: ‘You seem to resolve all into 

the Will and Power of the Law-Maker: But has the Will of the Law-Maker no Rule to go by?’ 

(Burnet, 1697a, 6). On Locke’s behalf, Cockburn rebuffs this charge of voluntarism, claiming 

that, for Locke, moral good and evil are grounded in the nature of man and society (Cockburn, 

                                                 
8 For more on Cockburn’s account of space, see Thomas (2013). 
9 In addition to Bolton (1993) and Sheridan (2007), scholarship on Cockburn’s moral fitness view includes Broad 
(2002, 148-9), Nuovo (2011, 249-264), Myers (2012, 66-70), and Duran (2013).  
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1702, 44). It is controversial how to read Locke on voluntarism and, accordingly, it is unclear 

whether the views that Cockburn defends are in fact Locke’s10. In a letter to her niece dated 29 

September 1748, even Cockburn expresses dissatisfaction with the ‘occasion’ that Locke’s 

writings have given to voluntarism (Cockburn, 1993, II: 343). Leaving this issue aside, it is clear 

that Cockburn’s intellectualist moral fitness theory is present in 1702.  

Four years later, Clarke’s Discourse Concerning the Unalterable Obligations of Natural Religion 

also argues for a ‘moral fitness view’, on which morality is founded on natural relations:   

 

The same necessary and eternal different Relations, that different Things bear one to another; and the same 

consequent Fitness or Unfitness of the Application of different things or different Relations one to another; with 

regard to which, the Will of God always and necessarily does determine itself, to choose to act only what is agreeable 

to Justice, Equity, Goodness and Truth, in order to the Welfare of the whole Universe; ought likewise constantly 

to determine the Wills of all subordinate rational Beings (Clarke, 1706, 608).   

 

Clarke is not as clear as one would like on the ground of morality11 but the idea is that the 

relations that things bear to each other ground a ‘fitness’ of behaviour amongst persons. For 

example, he claims when dealing or conversing with one another, it is ‘undeniably’ more fit that 

all men should endeavour to promote the universal good of all, rather than continually contriving 

the ruin and destruction of all (Clarke, 1706, 609). Clarke argues that our choices are free 

because, even once we have comprehended these moral truths, we must still will ourselves to act 

on them (Clarke, 1706, 613). Humans sometimes fail to will themselves to act appropriately 

when corrupted by particular interest or affection, or when swayed by some unreasonable and 

prevailing passion; God is subject to no such interests or passions and so, even though he 

chooses freely, he will always choose the right action (Clarke, 1706, 612). Despite some occlusion 

in the scholarship12, it should be clear that, because Clarke holds God to be subject to ‘external’ 

moral fitnesses, Clarke is an intellectualist. 

As we saw above, Clarke’s moral fitness view is attacked by Law. Cockburn’s Remarks 

defend Clarke, and in the process restates his moral fitness view. ‘[T]here is a moral fitness and 

unfitness in actions, resulting from the nature of things, antecedent to all positive appointment, 

                                                 
10 Matters are further complicated by the fact that, as Sheridan (2007, 146) explains, some of Locke’s writings on this 
issue remained unpublished during Cockburn’s lifetime. On the controversy surrounding Locke’s “voluntarism”, see 
Oakley and Urdang (1966), Tuckness (1999), and Sheridan (2007, 139).  
11 For more on this, and other worries concerning Clarke’s moral fitness view, see Yenter and Vailati (2014). 
Schneewind (1996, 30), Rowe (1999, 106-9) also provide brief discussions of Clarke’s views on moral fitnesses; 
Harris (2007,46-61) discusses Clarke on free will more widely.  
12 For example, Henry (2009, 83) cagily writes that, in his correspondence with Leibniz, Clarke is ‘representing’ the 
voluntarist side of the debate; he does not explain this further. In contrast, Bolton (1993, 575-6), Schneewind (1996, 
30-1) and Harris (2007, 47) straightforwardly read Clarke as an anti-voluntarist.   
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and to any consideration of reward or punishment’ (Cockburn, 1743, 106). In this tract, 

Cockburn makes use of Clarke’s moral fitness terminology but her views remain in substance 

unchanged from her earlier work. This is confirmed by a footnote that Cockburn added to her 

Defence on its reprinting in her 1751 collected works13. The footnote asserts that ‘there is no real 

difference’ concerning the author’s sentiments on the ground of morality, as expressed in the 

Defence and in some later pieces: ‘New terms have been since introduced into these subjects... but 

the meaning is the very same’ (Cockburn, 1751, 46-7).   

 With Cockburn’s intellectualist credentials firmly established, I turn to her response to 

Law’s argument for voluntarism. As we saw above, Cockburn accepts (I). However, Cockburn 

does not accept (II). Having accepted Law’s ‘just’ argument to the effect that there is no best 

possible world, Cockburn continues: 

 

But I do not see how this at all affects the arguments of those, who maintain a fitness in things 

antecedent to the divine will; though the artful mingling this contest with the other, which has no 

dependence on it, casts a mist upon the subject that a little perplexes it. The defenders of this 

antecedent fitness, have no need of supposing, that the present system is absolutely best. There may 

be many possible, indeed actually created, worlds as good or perhaps better than this: each of 

these may have different systems producing different relations, and fitnesses resulting from them, 

which will be as eternal and immutable as those of our system are asserted to be; for the relations 

of all possible systems must be eternally in the divine mind, as the translator owns; they cannot 

therefore be dependent on will (Cockburn, 1743, 110).    

 

Cockburn is arguing that, despite Law’s ‘artful mingling’ of the two ‘contests’ - the debate over 

the best possible world, and the debate over voluntarism - they are independent. Her reference 

to the thesis that the ‘translator owns’ presumably concerns Law’s admission that God perceives 

all possible worlds prior to creation. ‘I readily own that God who sees all Possibilities must have 

a previous Representation of things in his Mind, which things therefore are hypothetically 

antecedent to the determination of his Will... [this] is only saying that he knew what he was about 

when he made the World’ (Law, 1732, 312). 

Against Law, Cockburn is arguing that, whilst our world may not be the best possible 

world, that thesis is compatible with the intellectualist thesis that each possible world has its own 

moral qualities or fitnesses. The process of morally judging possible worlds - holding some 

worlds to be ‘morally better than’ or ‘morally equal to’ others - implicitly assumes that those 

worlds have internal moral qualities. If possible worlds did not have internal moral qualities then 

                                                 
13 The footnote is penned in Cockburn’s own hand; see British Library MS 4267, ff. 90-1. Thanks to xxx for this. 
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we could not judge any world to be morally better or worse than any other. Once we allow that 

God can judge one possible world to be better than another, we must accept that God perceives 

their relations in his mind; as such, moral relations are integral to possible worlds, they are not 

dependent on God’s will.  

Cockburn does not engage with Law’s argument for (II) but presumably, if pressed, 

Cockburn would argue along the lines of Clarke. As we saw above, Law holds that, should there 

be no best possible world, an intellectualist God would ‘lie idle’ until he found a reason to act 

one way rather than another (Law, 1732, 299). For Law, this means that in the absence of a best 

possible world, an intellectualist God would not create any world. Against this, Cockburn would 

likely draw on Clarke’s reply to Leibniz: in cases where two actions are morally equal, sufficient 

reason to act can be provided by the mere will of God.   

 

3.3 The Metaphysical Views Revealed by Cockburn’s Reply to Law  

 Cockburn’s reply to Law’s argument is less interesting as a response to Law than it is as 

an exposition of her own views. The passage above reveals that Cockburn holds two significant 

views: she allows for a plurality of actually created possible worlds, and she holds that moral 

fitnesses are contingent. I will discuss each view in turn, before arguing for their importance.  

 The first revealed view is Cockburn’s pluralism concerning possible worlds. In the 

passage above, Cockburn states that, in addition to many possible worlds that are as good or 

perhaps better than this, some of those worlds may be ‘actually created’. Cockburn does not 

explain this claim further but it can be read in two ways.  

On one way, Cockburn is arguing that God may have created multiple possible worlds. 

On this reading, Cockburn would be advancing a form of ‘modal realism’; I will discuss the 

possible relationship between her view and that of the twentieth century modal realist Lewis 

below. On the basis of the text, this reading seems to be correct: Cockburn moves directly from 

discussing the possible worlds that God might create to the suggestion that several are created. 

However, this would be such an unusual position to hold in the context of early modern 

metaphysics that a rival reading must be considered. 

On the alternative way of reading Cockburn’s claim that many worlds may be ‘actually 

created’, Cockburn is arguing that multiple planets exist, attached to distant star systems within 

our actual world. In the seventeenth century, natural philosophers slowly came to accept that the 

distant stars are suns akin to our own, and some argued that those star systems might be 

inhabited by creatures akin to ourselves. One of the most famous expressions of this ‘many 

worlds’ thesis can be found in More’s philosophical poem Democritus Platonissans, who describes 
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how ‘hidden shapes and life’ arise on distant planets (More, 1647, 93). Less famously, the thesis 

can also be found in Cudworth’s True Intellectual System of the Universe, which argues that there are 

other ‘habitable globes’ besides our own earth: ‘[I]t is not reasonable to think that all this 

immense vastness should lie waste, desert, or uninhabited, and having nothing in it that could 

praise the Creator thereof, save only this one small spot of earth’ (IV: 180). Likely drawing on 

these Cambridge Platonists, Locke’s Essay discusses the ‘probability’ that material beings exist 

that are inaccessible to our senses, and asks whether ‘there be any Plants, Animals, and intelligent 

Inhabitants in the Planets, and other Mansions of the vast Universe’ (IV.xvi.12). This many 

worlds thesis is closely associated with the view that space is infinite, or indefinitely extended, as 

this allowed for space enough in which to place distant star systems. Cockburn (1742, 104) holds 

that space is indefinitely extended, lending plausibility to this reading of her claim that there may 

be many actually created worlds.   

Although I maintain that the first reading is closer to the text, Cockburn does not expand 

on her claim that there may be many ‘actually created’ worlds, so both readings remain open.  

 The second revealed view advanced in the passage above is that natural laws and moral 

fitnesses are contingent. Cockburn writes of possible worlds that each may have ‘different 

systems producing different relations, and fitnesses resulting from them’. This view is absolutely 

not held by Clarke. To bring out the difference, I will say a little more about Clarke’s view.  

Clarke writes that the relations that ground moral fitnesses are ‘necessary and eternal’ 

(Clarke, 1706, 608). He compares these to relations in mathematics:  

 

That from these different Relations of different things, there necessarily arises an agreement or 

disagreement of some things with others, or a fitness or unfitness... is likewise as plain, as that there is 

any such thing as Proportion or Disproportion in Geometry and Arithmetick...  

These things are so notoriously plain and self-evident, that nothing but the extremest stupidity of 

Mind...  can possibly make any Man entertain the least doubt concerning them. For a Man 

endued with Reason, to deny the Truth of these Things; is the very same thing... as if a Man that 

understands Geometry or Arithmetick, should deny the most obvious and known Proportions of Lines 

or Numbers, and perversely contend that... a Square is not double to a triangle of equal base and height 

(Clarke, 1706, 608-9). 

 

The volume of a square is necessarily double that of a triangle sharing its base and height. This a 

logical necessity, by which I mean that it holds true in all possible worlds. It is usually held that 

mathematical relations are necessary in this sense. The analogy Clarke draws between 
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mathematical and natural relations implies that he takes both kinds of relations to be necessary in 

the same sense.  

In contrast, consider this passage from Cockburn:  

 

[T]he relations of all possible systems must be eternally in the divine mind... 

God is indeed perfectly free to choose, which of them he will bring into actual existence; but 

when he has fixed on any particular system, the relations and fitnesses resulting from it are 

necessary; and to act suitably to them, must be an immutable rule to that system of beings. To 

this reason, nature, and fitness of things, the divine will always conforms (Cockburn, 1743, 110).  

 

For Cockburn, moral fitnesses are necessary in the sense that, once God has created a particular 

system, the moral fitnesses follow from it. This is a kind of nomic necessity, on which moral 

fitnesses follow from natural systems or laws. 

 For Clarke and Cockburn, moral fitnesses are necessary in very different ways. For 

Clarke, natural laws - and moral fitnesses - are logically necessary: they hold in all possible 

worlds. In contrast, for Cockburn, natural laws - and moral fitnesses - are nomicly necessary: 

given the natural laws of any possible world, moral fitnesses follow. For Cockburn, natural laws - 

and moral fitnesses - are logically contingent, they do not hold in every possible world. To 

illustrate, let us take Newton’s theory of gravitation as a natural law. For Clarke, this law would 

be logically necessary, holding across all possible worlds. For Cockburn, this law would be 

logically contingent, such that our universe could operate using different laws of nature. 

Assuming that moral fitnesses are partly grounded in this natural law, then for Clarke the same 

moral fitnesses hold in all possible worlds; whereas, for Cockburn, moral fitnesses are logically 

contingent and different fitnesses hold in different worlds. By arguing that ‘the relations of all 

possible systems must be eternally in the divine mind’, Cockburn is not arguing that these 

relations are logically necessary; rather, she is arguing that God perceives the nomic necessities 

pertaining to each possible world. 

There is some evidence suggesting that Cockburn is aware of the divergence between her 

views and those of Clarke. In this passage, she does not explicitly defend this view as Clarke’s; 

and, unlike Clarke, she is careful not to draw analogies between mathematical relations and moral 

ones. There is also evidence that Cockburn held natural laws and moral systems to be logically 

contingent in her Defence. In his Remarks on Locke’s Essay, Burnet defends an anti-voluntarist 

position: 
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Let us take a Proposition in Mathematicks, and another in Morality: Suppose, in the former... that 

the Three Right Angles of a Triangle are equal to Two Right ones: And in Morals, that it is a 

wicked thing for a Man to maliciously to kill his Friend... The Truth of this seems to me as clear, 

eternal, and unalterable, as the other (Burnet, 1697b, 26) 

 

Cockburn agrees Burnet that some anti-voluntarist position is true. However, she disagrees with 

Burnet over the details. Concerning Burnet’s claim to truth over the proposition that it is wicked 

to kill a man, Cockburn writes: 

 

The truth of this, he says, seems to him as clear and eternal, as any proposition in mathematics; 

and it seems to me as clear, that it cannot possible be conceived at all, either true or false, in 

itself, i.e. without any relation to man... Either of these propositions [in mathematics, or morality] 

are sufficiently established, if it is, and always must be true, supposing those things, to which it 

relates, to exist (Cockburn, 1702, 42).  

 

Cockburn is arguing here that moral propositions do not hold in the absence of their subjects; in 

other words, mathematical propositions about triangles only hold true if triangles exist, and 

moral propositions about man only hold true if mankind exists. Cockburn goes on to leave open 

the possibility that man could exist, and morality be other than what it is. ‘God having made man 

such a creature as he is, it is... impossible, that good and evil should change their respects to him’ 

(Cockburn, 1702, 43). Why emphasise that, God having made man as he is, morality cannot 

change; why not merely write that, God having made man, morality cannot change? The answer, 

I believe, is that in this text Cockburn already conceives man’s nature - and morality - as logically 

contingent.      

In her otherwise excellent paper on Cockburn, Bolton (1993) briefly discusses the debate 

between Cockburn and Law on the eternality of moral truths. In this context, Bolton writes that 

Cockburn defends ‘the traditional doctrine of eternal moral truths’ (Bolton, 1993, 578). Although 

Bolton is correct that Cockburn defends a doctrine of eternal moral truths, we have seen - given 

the contingency of these ‘eternal’ truths - that it is hardly traditional. Bolton explicitly sets aside 

some of the ‘metaphysical aspects’ of Cockburn’s eternal fitness theory in her Remarks (Bolton, 

1993, 578). This may be why Bolton does not appreciate this part of Cockburn’s account; it is 

precisely by considering the metaphysical aspects of Cockburn’s Remarks that this part of her 

view has been brought out.   

I will now show that Cockburn’s views on these issues are significant for several reasons. 

The first is that they may be importantly related to views held today. If Cockburn’s pluralism 
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concerning actualised possible worlds is read as a form of modal realism, then it would be an 

important precursor to Lewis’ modal realism. Lewis developed his theory in the late twentieth 

century, arguing in On the Plurality of Worlds (1986) that all possible worlds are as real as the actual 

world. ‘The worlds are something like remote planets; except that most of them are much bigger 

than mere planets, and they are not remote... They are not at any spatial distance whatever from 

here’ (Lewis, 1986, 2). The passage in which Cockburn discusses a plurality of worlds does not 

imply that all worlds are created, just worlds that are ‘as good or perhaps better than this’. If 

Cockburn is read as arguing that some possible worlds are as real as the actual world, then this 

would be a variant of modal realism that is deeply and surprisingly similar to Lewis’. Further, 

although the view that natural laws are contingent is unusual in the context of seventeenth 

century philosophy, it is not at all unusual today. The contingency of natural laws and systems is 

defended by many late twentieth century and twentieth-first century philosophers, including - 

oddly enough - Lewis14.  

I suggest that the similarities between Cockburn and Lewis are not coincidental; rather, 

they are rooted in these thinkers’ shared appreciation for an aspect of Platonism. Thomas (2013, 

205) has recently argued that Cockburn’s metaphysics makes heavy use of the ‘principle of 

plenitude’. This is a Platonic principle, which holds that whatever can exist, does exist. Thomas 

discusses Cockburn’s views on plenitude with regard to the diversity of beings within our actual 

world, and explains that Cockburn draws on Locke and Cudworth to do so15. However 

Cockburn’s pluralism concerning worlds is read - as modal realism, or as multiple planets within 

the mansions of the actual universe - it seems likely that it is also rooted in this Platonism: 

whatever can exist, does exist. Given the implication that only some - rather than all - possible 

worlds exist, Cockburn would likely qualify this Platonism somewhat, perhaps holding: whatever 

can exist in accordance with God’s nature, does exist. This would allow for the actualisation of 

multiple worlds as good as, or better than, our own; whilst - given God’s benevolent nature - not 

allowing for the actualisation of morally decrepit worlds. Additionally, it seems likely that 

Cockburn’s views on the plurality of possible systems of natural laws - and their corresponding 

moral fitnesses - is also rooted in this Platonism: the principle of plenitude encourages one to 

expand on the number of possible systems of natural laws and moral fitnesses. Cockburn’s views 

in this regard provide further confirmation of Thomas’ thesis that the Cambridge Platonists - 

independently or via Locke - exerted a significant influence over her work. 

                                                 
14 For an overview to these issues in the contemporary debate, see Beebee (2000) and Carroll (2012).  
15 This context is Cockburn’s acceptance of the ‘Great Chain of Being’, which holds that in the actual world the 
greatest variety of things exist and are gradually differentiated from one another.  Cockburn (1743, 97) explicitly 
references Locke’s acceptance of the Great Chain, and Locke quotes Cudworth. Broad (2002, 160) and Thomas 
(2013, 205) both argue that Cockburn’s discussion of the Great Chain alludes to Cudworth.  



16 
 

Lewis’ metaphysics also makes heavy use of the Platonic principle of plenitude. Lewis 

aims to formulate a principle of plenitude that will ensure ‘no gaps in logical space; no vacancies 

where a world might have been’ (Lewis, 1986, 86). For Lewis, plenitude ensures that all possible 

worlds are actualised. It can also be used to ‘settle’ the question whether laws of nature are 

strictly necessary: they are not (Lewis, 1986 91). Lewis writes, ‘The worlds are many and varied... 

enough of them to afford worlds where... totally different laws govern the doings of alien 

particles with alien properties’ (Lewis, 1986, 2). For Lewis, plenitude ensures multiple systems of 

natural laws. I suggest that the unexpected similarities highlighted here between the metaphysics 

of Cockburn and Lewis have their root in their agreement on the importance of plenitude.   

The second reason why Cockburn’s views on these issues are significant is that they 

confirm Cockburn’s intellectual independence. In a biographical entry on Cockburn, Stephen 

(1887, 183) writes that it is ‘not much to the credit of her philosophical acuteness’ that Cockburn 

defends Clarke’s ethical theory and does not perceive the inconsistencies between this and 

Locke’s theories16. Against Stephen, Cockburn is not attempting to marry the ethical theories of 

Locke and Clarke; rather, she is engaged with defending the theories of these men, and in this 

context advances her own ethical views. This explains why Cockburn happily diverges from the 

views of Locke and Clarke where she deems necessary. Sheridan (2007, 147) has recently argued 

that it is plausible to suppose that Cockburn was selective in her view of what was most worth 

defending in Locke’s Essay; it is dangerous to equate Cockburn’s philosophical contribution with 

her efforts on behalf of the famous men she championed. Similarly, it is plausible to suppose 

that Cockburn was selective in her view of what was most worth defending in Clarke’s Discourse. 

In this case, Cockburn broadly aims to defend Clarke’s moral fitness view but she does not 

conceive fitnesses, as he does, to be logically necessary.   

The third reason that these views are important circles back to the central theme of this 

paper: they illustrate the broad freedom that Cockburn’s system affords God with regard to 

creation. Law’s argument, from the denial of the best possible world to voluntarism, aimed to 

show that God is perfectly free with regard to morality: God wills what is right. Against Law, we 

have seen that Cockburn rejects the link between these theses, and argues that whilst there is no 

best possible world, God knows - rather than wills - what is right. With all the intellectualists of 

her period, Cockburn maintains that God is free, even though he cannot arbitrarily will moral 

fitnesses. However, Cockburn’s reply to Law’s argument reveals that, on her system, God is 

afforded an additional breadth of freedom. For fellow intellectualist Clarke, God is constrained 

by moral fitnesses that are logically necessary, grounded in natural relations that hold in all 

                                                 
16 Stephen’s criticism is repeated in Kersey (1989, 12). 



17 
 

possible worlds. In contrast, for Cockburn, moral fitnesses are nomicly necessary, and natural 

laws are logically contingent. Although Clarke and Cockburn agree that God is perfectly free, on 

Cockburn’s system God is allowed a greater choice over what to create: there are many possible 

systems of natural relations and moral fitnesses, and God is free to choose between them. 

 

4 Final Thoughts 

We have seen that, in the course of replying to Law’s argument for voluntarism, 

Cockburn has revealed rather unusual metaphysical views. As an intellectualist, Cockburn holds 

that God’s actions are guided by his reason. However, on Cockburn’s system, God is afforded a 

much wider choice of actions than on rival intellectualist systems: God is free to create multiple 

worlds, and to choose between - or even create - multiple systems of natural laws and moral 

fitnesses.  

This study has shown that Cockburn’s work bears surprising similarity to the work of 

Lewis, a similarity that I argue is grounded in her Platonism; it confirms her intellectual 

independence; and it throws new light on her understanding of what God is free to create. At 

least with regard to divine freedom, there is a greater depth and subtlety to Cockburn’s 

metaphysics than has been hitherto appreciated.    
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