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Necessary Connections

1 Cause and correlation

“… men that know not what it is that we call causing … have no other rule to guess
by, but by observing, and remembering what they have seen to precede the like
effect at some other time, or times before, without seeing between the antecedent
and subsequent event, any dependence or connexion at all: and therefore from
the like things past, they expect the like things to come; and hope for good or evil
luck, superstitiously, from things that have no part at all in the causing of it: as the
Athenians did for their war at Lepanto, demand another Phormio; the Pompeian
faction for their war in Africa, another Scipio; and others have done … since.”1

“After the battle of Pharsalia, Cato and Scipio fled into Africa, and there, with the
assistance of King Juba, got together a considerable force, which Caesar resolved
to engage. … he was informed that the enemies relied much upon an ancient oracle,
that the family of the Scipios should be always victorious in Africa.”2

“… people took it as a good omen to see a Scipio command in Africa, and the
very name inspired the soldiers with hopes of success.”3

2 Descartes’s occasionalism

“… it does not follow from the fact that I existed a short time ago that I must exist
now, unless some cause, as it were, creates me all over again at this moment ….
For it is obvious … that plainly the same force and action are needed to preserve
anything at each individual moment that it lasts as would be required to create
that same thing anew, were it not yet in existence.”4

1
Thomas Hobbes. Leviathan [1651] Ch. 12, ¶8.

2
Plutarch, "Caesar" in Parallel Lives [circa 100 a.d.], edited by A.H. Clough (1884).
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Plutarch, "Cato the Younger" in Parallel Lives.
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René Descartes,Meditations on First Philosophy, Third Meditation, at 48–9.
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3 Malebranche’s occasionalism

“… no body, large or small, has the power to move itself. … But when we examine
our idea of all finite minds, we do not see any necessary connection between their
will and the motion of any body whatsoever. … there is absolutely no mind created
that can move a body as a true or principal cause, just as it has been said that no
body could move itself.

But when one thinks about the idea of God, i.e., of an infinitely perfect and
consequently all-powerful being, one knows there is such a connection between
His will and the motion of all bodies, that it is impossible to conceive that He wills
a body to be moved and that this body not be moved. … The motor force of bodies
is therefore not in the bodies that are moved, for this motor force is nothing other
than the will of God. Thus, bodies have no action; and when a ball that is moved
collides with and moves another, it communicates to it nothing of its own, for it
does not itself have the force it communicates to it. Nevertheless, a ball is the
natural cause of the motion it communicates. A natural cause is therefore not a
real and true but only an occasional cause, which determines the Author of nature
to act in such and such a manner in such and such a situation.

… All natural forces are therefore nothing but the will of God, which is always
efficacious. … He moves all things, and thus produces all effects that we see
happening, because He also willed certain laws according to which motion is
communicated upon the collision of bodies; and because these laws are efficacious,
they act, whereas bodies cannot act. There are therefore no forces, powers, or true
causes in the material, sensible world … .”5

5
Nicolas Malebranche. The Search after Truth. [1712] (Translated and Edited by Thomas M. Lennon and
Paul J. Olscamp, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 448–9.


