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in accord with the fi rst rule of motion, or with the principle of continuity, 
for in always diminishing the inequality of the bodies, the effect that is a 
result of the inequality must always approach that which is a result of their 
inequality (§.16.), so that always diminishing the size of the largest body, its 
speed toward C must also diminish and fi nally become null when a certain 
proportion between B and C has been reached, beyond which point the in-
equality having completely vanished, the effect produced by the inequal-
ity of the two bodies will begin. That is to say, that then the movement of 
the greater body B will begin in an opposite direction, and the bodies will 
rebound with the same speed, according to the fi rst law of M. Descartes. 
Thus, the second law cannot obtain since, according to this second law, al-
though one may diminish the size of B and make it approach C so that the 
difference might be almost unassignable, the results will nonetheless remain 
very different and not be at all similar, which is totally contrary to the law 
of continuity. For when the inequality disappears, the effect creates a great 
jump, since the movement of body B changes direction all at once, passing 
through all the intermediary stages at one jump, while only an imperceptible 
change happens in the size of this body, which is nonetheless the cause of 
the great change that happens in the direction of its movement: thus the ef-
fect is greater than the cause. It can be seen by this example how important 
it is to pay attention to this law of continuity and in this way to imitate na-
ture, which never transgresses this law in any of its operations.

CHAPT ER T WO

Of the existence of God

T H E S T U DY O F PH YSIC S L E A DS U S TO K NOW L E D G E O F A G O D.

§.18. The study of nature raises us to the knowledge of a supreme Being; 
this great truth is, if possible, even more necessary for good physics than for 
ethics, and it must be the foundation and the conclusion of all the research 
we make in this science.

PR ÉC I S O F T H E PROO F S O F T H I S G R E AT T RU T H . 59

So, I believe that it is indispensable to begin by placing before you a précis 
of the proofs of this important truth, by which you will be able to judge its 
self- evidence for yourself.

59. Du Châtelet proceeds to give a combination of Cartesian and Leibnizian proofs of the ex-
istence of God.
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§.19.1. Something exists, since I exist.
2. Since something exists, something must have existed from all eter-

nity, otherwise nothingness, which is but a negation, would have produced 
all that exists, which is a contradiction in terms, for that is saying a thing has 
been produced, and yet not acknowledging any cause for its existence.

3. The Being that has existed from all eternity must exist necessarily and 
not owe its existence to any cause. For if it had received its existence from 
another Being, that other Being would have caused its own existence, and 
then, it is he of whom I am speaking, and it is God, or else he would owe his 
existence to another. It is easily seen, when ascending thus to infi nity, that 
it is necessary to arrive at a necessary Being that exists by its own volition, 
or else admit that there is an infi nite chain of Beings which, all together, will 
not have any external cause for their existence (since all Beings belong in 
this infi nite chain) and that, each in particular, will have no internal cause, 
since none exists by its own volition, and they owe their existence to one 
another in an infi nite gradation. Thus, it is supposing a chain of Beings that 
separately have been produced by one cause, and which all together have 
been produced by nothing, which is a contradiction in terms. So there is a 
Being that necessarily exists, since it implies contradiction that such a Be-
ing does not exist.

4. All that is around us is born and dies successively; nothing enjoys a 
necessary state, everything is successive, and we succeed one another. So 
there is only contingency in all the beings that surround us, this is to say, 
that the contrary is equally possible and does not imply contradiction (for 
this is what distinguishes a contingent being from a necessary being).60

5. All that exists has a suffi cient reason for its existence. The suffi cient 
reason for the existence of a being must be within it, or outside it. Now the 
reason for the existence of a contingent being cannot be within it, for if it 
carried the suffi cient reason for its own existence, it would be impossible for 
it not to exist, which is contradictory to the defi nition of a contingent being. 
So the suffi cient reason for the existence of a contingent being must neces-
sarily be outside of it, since it cannot have it within itself.

6. This suffi cient reason cannot be found in another contingent being, 
nor in a succession of such beings, since the same question will always arise 
at the end of this chain, however it may be extended. So it must come to a 
necessary Being that contains the suffi cient reason for the existence of all 
contingent beings, and of its own, and this Being is God.

60. Du Châtelet explains the distinction between necessary and contingent in chapter 1, §.7.
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The attributes of God

H E I S E T E R N A L .

§.20. The attributes of this supreme Being follow from the necessity for 
its existence.

Thus, it is eternal, that is to say, it had no beginning and it will never 
have an end, for if the necessary Being had begun, it would have had to 
act before being, in order to produce itself, which is absurd, or something 
must have produced it, which is contrary to the defi nition of the necessary 
 Being.

It cannot have an end, because the suffi cient reason for its existence re-
siding in itself, it can never abandon it; furthermore, what is contrary to a 
necessary thing implies contradiction and is consequently impossible. So it 
is impossible for the necessary Being to cease existing, just as it is impossible 
for 3 times 3 to make 8.

I M MU TA B L E .

It is immutable, for if it changed, it would no longer be what it was, and con-
sequently it could not have existed necessarily. Moreover, each successive 
state must have its suffi cient reason in a preceding state, that one in another, 
and so on. Now, as in the necessary Being one would never reach the last 
state, since that Being never began, any successive state would be without 
suffi cient reason, if it were susceptible to succession; thus, there cannot be 
change or succession in a necessary Being.

S I M PL E .

It follows clearly from what has just been said that the necessary Being can-
not be a compound Being, which only exists as far as its parts are linked, and 
which can be destroyed by the dissociation of these same parts, and conse-
quently the Being existing by its own volition is a simple Being.

N E I T H E R T H E WOR L D NOR OU R SOU L C A N B E A N E C E S SA RY B E I NG .61

§.21. The world we see cannot be the necessary Being, for it is composed 
of parts and there is a continual succession in it, which is absolutely contra-
dictory to the attributes I have just shown belong to a necessary Being.

By the same reasoning, neither matter nor the elements of matter can 
be the necessary Being.

61. Du Châtelet is using soul in the Cartesian sense of a thing separate from the body, having 
the properties of mind.
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Nor can our soul be this necessary Being, for its perceptions, changing 
continually, it is in perpetual variation, but the necessary Being cannot vary. 
So our soul is not the necessary Being.

So the Being existing of its own volition is a Being different from the 
world we see, from the matter of which this world consists, from the ele-
ments which make up this matter, and from our soul; and it contains in itself 
the suffi cient reason for its existence and of all the beings who exist.

T H E N E C E S SA RY B E I NG , T H I S I S TO SAY, G O D, MU S T B E U N IQU E .

§.22. It is easy to see by all that has been said that there can be only one 
necessary Being, for if there were two Beings that existed necessarily and in-
dependently of each other, each could exist alone, and consequently neither 
the one nor the other would exist necessarily.

§.23. It is evident that all that is possible does not exist, and that an 
infi nity of things that could happen do not happen at all. Alexander, for 
example, instead of destroying the Empire of the Persians, could turn his 
armies against the peoples of the occident [west], or live peaceably in his 
kingdom. In a word, he could take an infi nity of courses of action different 
from the one he took, which would have given rise to an infi nity of com-
binations that were then possible and that would have produced events all 
different from those that occurred. This applies to the events contained in 
novels. They could happen if another succession of things took place; these 
are the stories of a possible world that lacks actuality, for each succession of 
things constitutes a world differing from all others by the events specifi c to 
it. Thus one can conceive of a succession of causes leading to the events in 
Zaïde, or those in the Queen of Navarre, for these events are possible, and 
they only lack actuality.62 Similarly, one can conceive of possible universes, 
with other stars and other planets; and, as the different relationships of these 
universes can be combined in an infi nity of ways, there are an infi nity of pos-
sible worlds, only one of which actually exists.

When nothing had yet been produced, and none of these possible 
worlds existed, they all equally had the potential to come into existence; 
and they waited, so to speak, until an external force chose them, and made 
them actual. For what does not exist can only contribute to its existence ide-
ally; that is to say, insofar as it contains certain determinations that the rest 

62. Zaïde (1671) was a novel by Marie- Madeleine Pioche de la Vergne (1634–93), Countess de 
La Fayette. “Queen of Navarre” suggests The Heptaméron by Marguerite de Navarre (1492–1549), 
fi rst published in 1558.
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do not contain, and that can lead an Intelligent Being to choose it in order 
to give it existence.

There must be a suffi cient reason for the actuality of the world we see, 
since an infi nity of other worlds were possible. This reason can only be 
found in the differences that distinguish this world from all other worlds. 
This means, then, that the necessary Being must have envisaged all the pos-
sible worlds, considered their diverse arrangements and their differences, so 
as to be able to determine afterward to give actuality to the one that pleased 
him most.

G O D I S A N I N T E L L IG E N T B E I NG .

The distinct representation of things constitutes understanding. Now the 
necessary Being who must have envisaged all the possible worlds before 
creating this one is therefore an intelligent Being, whose understanding is 
infi nite, for all the possible worlds contain all the possible arrangements of 
all things possible. Thus, this Being we call God is an intelligent Being who 
sees not only all that actually happens but all that could happen in any pos-
sible combination of possible things; for all that is possible enters into the 
worlds that he contemplates  never- endingly, and that are acted out, so to 
speak, before him.

A N D H IS I N T E L L IG E NC E IS I N F I N I T E LY B E YON D OU R S .

§.24. As succession is an imperfection attached to the fi nite, there is no 
succession in the perceptions of God, who envisages at once all the worlds 
possible with all their possible changes; and as there are in our ideas an infi n-
ity of confused things, which we do not distinguish because of their multi-
plicity, the ideas that God has of things being infi nitely distinct, they are in-
fi nitely different from ours, as would be, more or less, the idea that we have 
of the Moon in relation to the one a man who had lived a long time on that 
planet would have of it. The way in which God sees and envisages all pos-
sible things is, thus, incomprehensible to us. Thus we cannot form for our-
selves a distinct idea of Divine understanding; it is like creation, among the 
things impossible for us to comprehend and deny. Let us always remember, 
when we wish to comprehend God’s understanding, this child St. Augustine 
saw on the seashore who tried to put the ocean into a hazelnut shell; and 
this will give us some faint idea of the presumption of a being whose under-
standing is fi nite, and who wants to form a clear idea of the understanding 
of the Creator.63

63. The story of St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430), the child, and the nutshell have no basis 
in fact. However, it was the most popular representation of this Doctor of the Christian Church 
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H E I S F R E E .

§.25. The choice that God made among all possible worlds of the world 
we see is a proof of his liberty, for having given actuality to a succession of 
things that contributed nothing of its own power to its existence, there is no 
reason preventing him from giving existence to other possible successions 
in the same category with regard to the possibility of actualization. So he 
chose the succession of things that constitute this universe to make it ac-
tual, because this succession pleased him most: He was the absolute master 
of his choice. The necessary Being is thus a free Being; for to act following 
the choice of one’s own will is to be free.64

I N F I N I T E LY W I S E .

§.26. But the choice he made of this world he did not make for no rea-
son, for supreme intelligence will not behave without intelligence. Now 
since we judge here on Earth that a being is more or less intelligent accord-
ing to whether he decides by reasons more or less suffi cient, God, being the 
most perfect of all beings, none of his actions can be without a suffi cient 
reason. So he had his own reason for determining to create a world, and this 
reason is the satisfaction he found in imparting a portion of his perfections, 
and the reason that determined him to give actuality to this world rather 
than to any other was the greater perfection he found in this one. But this 
reason is not outside of God, nor antecedent to him; he fi nds it in himself, 
it is part of his intelligence. For all the possible worlds being sequences of 
coexisting and successive things, these successions possess different degrees 
of perfection, according to whether they are more or less well linked and 
whether they tend more or less harmoniously to a general end. Now the 
contemplation of perfection is the source of pleasure in intelligent beings, 
for what has the most perfection pleases more, and a reasonable being only 
desires things in proportion to the perfections he notes in them. But as our 
understanding is limited, and we are liable to be wrong in the judgments we 
make, we often mistake an apparent perfection for a real perfection. In con-
trast, God, seeing things with an infi nite understanding, cannot be deceived 

in medieval European manuscripts. Augustine, puzzling over the possibility of the Trinity while 
walking at the seashore, questioned a child who was patiently fi lling a hole in the sand with wa-
ter from the sea, nutshell by nutshell. Told by the saint that he would never complete the task, 
the child announced that he would complete his task before the man would ever understand the 
nature of three persons in one God. Augustine interpreted this answer as a sign from God. See 
James J. O’Donnell, Augustine: A New Biography (New York: HarperPerennial, 2006), 287–88. I 
am grateful to my colleague, the biblical scholar Edwin Yamauchi, for this reference.

64. Du Châtelet also made this her defi nition of human free will in her essay “On Liberty,” 
which probably was originally intended for the Foundations but now exists only in manuscript. 

You are reading copyrighted material published by the University of Chicago Press.  
Unauthorized posting, copying, or distributing of this work except as permitted under 
U.S. copyright law is illegal and injures the author and publisher.



 144 T h r e e

by appearances, nor choose the bad because he failed to recognize the best; 
thus, he distinguishes among all possible worlds the best and the most per-
fect, and this greater perfection is the suffi cient reason for the preference 
he gave to this world over all the other possible worlds. Thus the necessary 
Being is infi nitely wise, for only a Being whose wisdom is infi nite is able to 
choose what is most perfect.

§.27. It is in this infi nite wisdom of the Creator that fi nal causes, a prin-
ciple so fruitful in physics, which some philosophers have tried to banish 
from it very inappropriately, originate; all indicates a design and it is to be 
blind, or to want to be, not to perceive that the Creator has intended, in 
the least of his works, purposes that he always achieves and that Nature un-
ceasingly works to carry out. Thus, this universe is not in chaos, it is not a 
disordered mass without harmony and without connection, as some ranters 
would persuade us; but all its parts are arranged with infi nite wisdom, and 
none could be transplanted or removed without harming the perfection of 
the whole.

In studying nature, one discovers some part of the intentions and the 
art of the Creator in the construction of this universe. Thus Virgil was right 
to say Felix qui potuit, rerum cognoscere causas,65 since the knowledge of causes 
raises us to the level of the Creator and allows us to enter into the mystery 
of his designs by showing us the admirable order that prevails in the universe 
and the relationships of its different parts, which are not just necessary re-
lationships of position, such as being above and below; but relationships of 
a design, of which everything carries the imprint. And the more the world 
ages, the further men take their discoveries, and the more one fi nds a design 
marked in the fabric of the world and of the least of its parts.

T H I S WOR L D I S T H E B E S T O F T H E P OS SI B L E WOR L DS .

§.28. So this world is the best of the possible worlds, the one where the 
greatest variety exists with the greatest order, and where the largest number 
of effects is produced by the simplest laws. It is the universe that occupies 
the top of the pyramid,*66 and that has nothing above it, but a real infi nity 
below it which decreases in perfection and that consequently did not de-
serve to be chosen by an infi nitely wise Being.

65. “Happy is he who understands the cause of things,” from the Roman poet Virgil’s Georgics 
(29 BCE), 2.490.

66. Du Châtelet contributed the following note: “*M. Leibniz continuing in his Théodicée the 
Dialogue between Boethius and Valla, introduces the Priest of Apollo, who wants to know 
the origin of the misfortunes of Sextus Tarquinus, and who seeks this origin in the Palace of the 
destinies, a pyramid consisting of all the possible worlds, in which this one, in which Tarquinus 
committed the crimes that led to Roman liberty, occupied the top.”
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T H E I M PE R F EC T ION S O F T H E PA RT S CON T R I BU T E TO T H E PE R F EC T ION 

O F A L L I N T H I S U N I V E R S E .

All the objections drawn from the evils prevalent in this world vanish by 
this principle.67 God allows them in the universe insofar as they enter into 
the best succession of possible things and from which they could not be re-
moved without removing some perfections from the whole; for all the uni-
verse is tied together, the least event is caused by an infi nity of others that 
preceded it, and an infi nity of others are caused by it, and will arise from it. 
Therefore, an event should not be judged apart from and outside of the re-
lationship and succession of things; but it must be judged in relation to the 
entire universe, and by the effects it produces in all places and at all times. 
For to want to judge by an apparent evil the perfection of the universe is to 
judge an entire painting by a single stroke of the brush, and it is a chimera to 
imagine that all imperfections may be removed and everything stay the same 
or become more perfect. The imperfection in the part often contributes to 
the perfection of the whole; for when many rules must be obeyed at once to 
reach a general perfection, the rules often contradict and generate unavoid-
able exceptions from which arise imperfections in the part, which nonethe-
less contribute to the most perfect whole that may be brought about.68 The 
human eye, for instance, could not see the least parts of an object without 
losing sight of the whole; we would see a few points very distinctly if our 
eyes were microscopes, but in so doing we would lose the whole. There-
fore, our sight must be less distinct to be proportionate to our needs, since 
distinguishing the least parts and a total view of the whole cannot be com-
bined; for it is more useful to us to see the entire object than to distinguish 
all its points one after the other. Thus it is a chimera to believe that the eye 
of man would have been more perfect if it had distinguished the least parts 
of things, since, on the contrary, such an ability would have been almost 
useless to us.

The general will of God undoubtedly goes to the good and to the per-
fection of each thing in particular; but his consequent will, which is the re-
sult of all his previous acts of will, and which alone can be made actual, goes 
to the good and the greatest perfection of the whole, to which the perfec-
tion of the parts must yield.

It is true that we cannot see all of this grand tableau of the universe, nor 
show in detail how the perfection of the whole results from the apparent 
imperfections we believe we see in some parts, for this would require en-

67. Here Du Châtelet deals with the ultimate metaphysical and theological contradiction: the 
problem of a perfect Creator creating the imperfect, the ultimate Good creating evil.

68. Voltaire mocked this aspect of Leibniz’s metaphysics in his tale of Candide. 

You are reading copyrighted material published by the University of Chicago Press.  
Unauthorized posting, copying, or distributing of this work except as permitted under 
U.S. copyright law is illegal and injures the author and publisher.



 146 T h r e e

visaging the entire universe and being able to compare it with all the other 
possible universes, which is an attribute of the Divinity (§.23). But our pow-
erlessness in this respect cannot make us doubt that the supreme Intelligence 
has chosen the best world to which to give existence, for the necessary Be-
ing who is self- suffi cient and who has no need for anything outside himself 
cannot have had other ends in the creation of this universe than to impart 
a portion of his perfections to his creatures, and to make a work worthy of 
himself, since he would have done something derogatory to himself and to 
his perfections if he had produced a world unworthy of his wisdom.

A consequence of the linkage between the parts and the whole is that all 
imperfection cannot be removed from man; man is a fi nite being, bounded 
and limited in all by his essence. How many evils happen to us because our 
understanding is limited, because we cannot know everything, understand 
everything, or be wherever our presence is necessary? But these are facul-
ties the creature could not have without becoming a God; thus, the imper-
fections in the creature, a succession of his limitations, are necessary imper-
fections.69

T H E SU PR E M E B E I NG I S I N F I N I T E LY G OO D.

§.29. It follows from all I have just said that the supreme Being is infi nitely 
good; for having determined to create a world to which to impart a portion 
of his infi nite perfections, he determined to grant actuality to the best succes-
sion of possible things. He granted to each thing in particular as much essen-
tial perfection as it could receive; and by his wisdom he directed the evils that 
would be inevitable in this succession of things to the greater good.

A N D I N F I N I T E LY P OW E R F U L . H I S U N D E R S TA N DI NG I S T H E PR I NC IPL E 

O F T H E P OS SI B IL I T Y,  A N D H I S W IL L ,  T H E SOU RC E O F T H E AC T U A L I T Y 

O F T H I N G S .

§.30. He is infi nitely powerful; for God having, for all eternity, envis-
aged all that is possible, his understanding is the source of all possibility, and 
as nothing can ever become possible other than what God conceived of as 
such, and nothing being actual except what he was pleased to grant exis-
tence to, he is the principle of the possibility and the actuality of all that is 
actual and possible.

§.31. God is the absolute Master of this succession of things to which 

69. Du Châtelet continued to think about the distinctions between God and man; she explored 
it fully in her Examinations of the Bible, and mentioned it again in the Discourse on Happiness, both of 
which she was working on in this same period, 1735–39.
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he has granted existence. He can change it and annihilate it, but (as we have 
seen) a contingent being cannot give itself existence, nor can it conserve it 
for a moment by its own force. Thus the reason for continuous existence 
cannot lie in the creature, who can neither begin nor continue to be but by 
the will of the Creator, which it needs at all times to sustain itself in the ac-
tuality that he has given it.

CHAPTER FOUR

Of hypotheses

T H E U S E F U L N E S S O F PROBA B IL I T I E S I N PH YSIC S .

§.53. The true causes of natural effects and of the phenomena we ob-
serve are often so far from the principles on which we can rely and the ex-
periments we can make that one is obliged to be content with probable 
reasons to explain them. Thus, probabilities are not to be rejected in the 
sciences, not only because they are often of great practical use, but also be-
cause they clear the path that leads to the truth.

U S E O F H Y P OT H E SI S .

§.54. There must be a beginning in all researches, and this beginning 
must almost always be a very imperfect, often unsuccessful attempt. There 
are unknown truths just as there are unknown countries to which one can 
only fi nd the good route after having tried all the others. Thus, some must 
run the risk of losing their way in order to mark the good path for others; so 
it would be doing the sciences great injury, infi nitely delaying their progress, 
to banish hypotheses as some modern philosophers have.

M ISU S E S OF H Y P OT H E S E S BY T H E DISC IPL E S OF DE SC A RT E S .

§.55. Descartes, who had established much of his philosophy on hy-
potheses, because it was almost impossible to do otherwise in his time, gave 
the whole learned world a taste for hypotheses; and it was not long before 
one fell into a taste for fi ctions. Thus, the books of philosophy, which should 
have been collections of truths, were fi lled with fables and reveries.

T H E DI SC IPL E S O F M . N E W TON H AV E FA L L E N I N TO T H E 

OPP OSI T E E XC E S S .

M. Newton, and above all his disciples, have fallen into the opposite excess: 
disgusted with suppositions and errors that they found fi lled books of phi-
losophy, they rose up against hypotheses and tried to make them suspect 
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