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With respect to positions on the compatibility or not of freedom and determinism, the early 
modern world is complicated. This is at least partly because the philosophical and theological 
landscape is awash with many different kinds of causes that may or may not determine human 
behavior, including, for example, grace, concupiscence, God’s general concurrence, causal 
determination to the good (as opposed to causal determination generally), along with more 
general physical and psychological laws. Unsurprisingly, there is vast disagreement about what 
of these is freedom-undermining and why. My research helps to unravel these debates by 
offering a novel lens for adjudicating disagreements among the early moderns about this.  
 
In my dissertation Free Will in Malebranche and Leibniz, I said that scholars of early modern 
philosophers have overlooked that many early modern philosophers run arguments that assume 
certain views about God’s nature, to conclusions about whether a particular kind of cause is 
freedom-undermining for human beings. I argued that a novel, important way to make ground in 
adjudicating early modern debates about human freedom, then, is to look to early modern 
debates about God’s nature. I began this work in my dissertation, where I argued that 
Malebranche and Leibniz speak univocally of human and divine agency, running arguments 
from what free agency for either human beings or God requires, to conclusions about what it 
requires for the other. And in my dissertation, I said how each conceives the nature of and 
relationships between God’s attributes and how this sheds light on what kind of cause is or is not 
freedom-undermining for human beings.  
 
Two of the chapters of my dissertation are currently under review. One of these defends the view 
that for Leibniz there is a univocal sense in which all intelligent agents are free. The other 
provides a new interpretation of Leibniz’s doctrine of striving possibles. My interpretation of this 
offers an account according to which possibles strive for existence in their very natures but in a 
way that is consistent with the contingency of the existence of the best set of compossibles. I 
have presented these papers at national and international conferences, including the South 
Central Seminar in Early Modern Philosophy, the Atlantic Canada Seminar in Early Modern 
Philosophy, and the Berlin-Groningen-Harvard-Toronto Workshop on Medieval and Early 
Modern Philosophy.  
 
My future research will continue to explore through the lens of their views about God’s nature 
and agency what kinds of causes the early moderns thought to be or not be freedom-undermining 
for human beings.   
 
Along these lines, I am currently working on a paper tentatively titled “Self-determination and 
Human Freedom in Malebranche.” In this paper, I rely on work done in my dissertation about 
Malebranche’s conception of divine agency to defend a novel account of Malebranche’s view on 
human self-determination. I argue that the condition necessary for indifference of the will for 
God is the same as that for human beings, and I use this insight to show how Malebranche’s 
account makes space for genuine human control over free consent in the face of his view that 
God is the only true cause. This contributes to the literature on this issue because Malebranche’s 
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attempt to reconcile human control with occasionalism has been nearly universally deemed a 
failure (including by scholars like Kremer (2000) and Greenberg (2015)). I have specific plans 
for three further papers in a series exploring how insights about divine agency and nature shed 
light on human agency.  
 
The first paper examines Arnauld’s view that grace is not freedom-undermining in spite of the 
fact that the will moved by grace cannot unconditionally resist grace. A central premise in 
Arnaud’s view for why the will cannot unconditionally resist grace is the view that God is 
omnipotent, for Arnauld says that it would violate God’s power for human beings to have the 
ability to resist what God gives them. This paper examines the viability of Arnauld’s argument 
that God’s omnipotence entails the irresistibility of grace and why he holds that its irresistibility 
is compatible with human freedom with respect to consent to grace.  
 
The second paper in this series reconstructs Cornelius Jansen’s position on human free will, 
focusing especially on how his positions connects with his views about God’s nature and grace. 
Jansen’s views on grace and free will were wildly controversial in the 17th century. Although his 
views about this have been traced in Jansenist sympathizers like Arnauld and Pascal, Jansen’s 
own writings have since been largely ignored. Jansen’s writings on grace shed light on thinking 
about free will in the early modern period because Jansen holds that grace is necessarily 
invincible and efficacious with respect to the human will. But why does he hold that grace is 
invincible? The answer to this I argue has partly to do with the inviolability of God’s intentions. 
So, considering God’s nature gives insight to understanding Jansen’s thinking about this. This 
paper contributes to the secondary literature by exploring the viability of the arguments of a now 
overlooked thinker whose views had a profound influence on philosophical thinking about free 
will in the 17th century.  
 
For the third paper, I examine Malebranche’s and Arnauld’s disagreement about and arguments 
concerning whether God’s nature is knowable by human beings. Malebranche thinks that human 
beings can “access” God’s ideas, but Arnauld denies this, suggesting that God’s simplicity is 
such that God is “hidden” from human beings. This disagreement results in a long-running 
debate between them about whether God’s nature is knowable and can be spoken univocally of 
human nature. This debate has ramifications throughout their respective philosophical systems 
and has implications for questions like: is a theodicy possible? what is the nature of an 
explanation? and what is the nature of ideal agency? The question whether divine and human 
nature can be spoken of univocally was important for early modern philosophers but has been 
understudied by scholars of early modern philosophy. I explore this question through what I take 
to be the source of the disagreement about it in Malebranche and Arnauld: what is God’s nature 
and how do his attributes relate?  
 
My research contributes to debates about the nature of human freedom and determinism among 
the early moderns, and it offers a novel lens for adjudicating disagreements among the early 
moderns about these issues.   
 


