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Abstract

In his Telluris Theoria Sacra and its English translation The Theory of the Earth (1681–90), the English
clergyman and schoolmaster Thomas Burnet (c.1635–1715) constructed a geological history from
the Creation to the Final Consummation, positing predominantly natural causes to explain biblical
events and their effects on the Earth and life on it. Burnet’s insistence on appealing primarily to
natural rather than miraculous causes has been interpreted both by his contemporaries and by
some historians as an essentially Cartesian principle. On this reading, Burnet adhered to a
Cartesian style of explanation in which there was no place for miracles. In this paper, I propose
a different interpretation. Burnet’s commitment to natural over miraculous causes, I argue, was
grounded in an anti-voluntarist theology which he inherited from the Cambridge Platonists and
Latitudinarians. This anti-voluntarism, moreover, also dictated the kind of miracles to which he
did appeal. This reading of Burnet contrasts with the view that he was simply following
Cartesian principles. First, Descartes had espoused a radical form of theological voluntarism.
Second, Burnet’s and Descartes’s views of providence were based on distinct attributes of God,
and these attributes had quite different implications regarding the place of miracles in the
providential order.

In his Telluris Theoria Sacra and its English translation The Theory of the Earth (1681–90), the
English clergyman and schoolmaster Thomas Burnet (c.1635–1715) constructed a geo-
logical history from the Creation to the Final Consummation, positing predominantly
natural causes to explain biblical events and their effects on the Earth and life on it.
According to Burnet, the biblical Chaos was a mass of particles descending toward the
centre. The densest descended first and compacted to form the core. The remainder sepa-
rated into an inner sphere of liquid and an outer sphere of air, each containing solid par-
ticles which were lighter than those at the centre and descended more slowly. The liquid
separated into two regions, an inner sphere containing denser waters and an outer sphere
composed of lighter oils. The particles in the air descended and mixed with the oil and
hardened to form a solid, uniform crust above the water. Owing to its uniformity, the
Earth’s mass was evenly distributed and its axis perpendicular to the ecliptic. The con-
stant heat of the Sun on the equator created fissures in the crust, causing it to rupture
and descend into the water. This brought about the Deluge and gave the Earth its present
terraqueous and mountainous form, with its mass now unevenly distributed and axis
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inclined to the ecliptic.1 The present Earth will be destroyed by volcanic eruptions,
subterraneous combustions and ‘fiery meteors’, reducing it to a second chaos out of
which a new Earth will form in a manner similar to the first. This new Earth, Burnet
concluded, will be home to the Kingdom of Christ during the Millennium, after which
it will burn again, leave the vortex of the Sun, and become a star.2

The influence of René Descartes (1596–1650) on Burnet’s theory will be immediately
recognizable to anyone familiar with Cartesian natural philosophy and is well known to
historians.3 My focus in this article is on a more foundational issue, namely why
Burnet insisted on explaining biblical events primarily in terms of natural rather
than miraculous causes. This, too, has been construed by some historians as an
essentially Cartesian commitment.4 It was also the interpretation of many of Burnet’s
contemporaries.5 On this reading, Burnet adhered to a Cartesian style of explanation in
which there was no place for miracles. In this article, I propose a different interpretation.
Burnet’s use of natural over miraculous causes, I argue, was not grounded in a commit-
ment to a Cartesian style of explanation but in an ‘anti-voluntarist’ or ‘intellectualist’
theology which he inherited from the Cambridge Platonists and Latitudinarians.6 For
Burnet, God’s will is constrained by his wisdom and goodness, and since it is contrary
to his wisdom to employ greater means than are necessary when executing his will, he
will not intervene in the world if natural causes are sufficient. This, rather than
Burnet’s Cartesianism, was the basis of his methodological principle that, when theorizing
about biblical events, we should appeal primarily to natural causes and not invoke
miracles unnecessarily.

Burnet’s anti-voluntarism also underpinned his view of the miraculous elements that
were – or, in the case of future occurrences, will be – involved in biblical events. This is
because God’s wisdom for Burnet also places constraints on the kinds of miracles he
does employ. Where natural causes are insufficient, it is nevertheless still wiser for God
to use subordinate means than to intervene directly in nature unless the latter is strictly
necessary. These means, the means by which virtually all miracles are enacted in Burnet’s
view, consist in the ministry of angels. From this, Burnet derived another, analogous
methodological principle. If natural causes are insufficient, and we must appeal to mira-
cles to make sense of biblical events, then we should not invoke God’s direct omnipotence
if the ministry of angels is sufficient.

1 Thomas Burnet, The Theory of the Earth: Containing an Account of the Original of the Earth, and of all the General
Changes which it hath Already Undergone, or is to Undergo till the Consummation of All Things, 2 vols., London, 1684–90,
vol. 1, pp. 51–170. All citations in this paper are to the English editions of Burnet’s work. Though there are some
differences between the Latin and English editions, these are not relevant to the present discussion. All italics in
quotations are the authors’ unless otherwise stated.

2 Burnet, op. cit. 1, vol. 2, pp. 43–6, 52–69, 74–90, 129–224. Burnet used the term ‘meteor’ not in its modern
sense but to refer to meteorological phenomena such as thunder and lightning.

3 The two most extensive studies of Burnet’s theory of the Earth and Cartesian cosmology are Jacques Roger,
‘The Cartesian model and its role in eighteenth-century “theory of the earth”’, in Thomas M. Lennon, John
M. Nicholas and John W. Davis (eds.), Problems of Cartesianism, Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queens
University Press, 1982, pp. 95–112; Peter Harrison, ‘The influence of Cartesian cosmology in England’, in
Stephen Gaukroger, John Schuster and John Sutton (eds.), Descartes’ Natural Philosophy, New York: Routledge,
2000, pp. 168–92.

4 Martin J.S. Rudwick, The Meaning of Fossils: Episodes in the History of Palaeontology, 2nd edn, Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1976, p. 78; William Poole, The World Makers: Scientists of the Restoration and the
Search for the Origins of the Earth, Witney: Peter Lang, 2010, p. 59.

5 See Harrison, op. cit. (3), pp. 178–9.
6 In keeping with much of the literature on Cambridge Platonism and Latitudinarianism, I shall use the terms

‘anti-voluntarist’ and ‘anti-voluntarism’ in this article.
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This interpretation of Burnet’s commitment to natural over miraculous causes – and of
his parallel commitment to angelic over direct divine intervention – contrasts with the
view that he was simply following the Cartesian method of explaining events in terms
of natural processes. Indeed, Burnet’s foundations here are in important respects
decidedly un-Cartesian. First, Descartes had espoused a radical form of theological volun-
tarism according to which the very nature of wisdom is dependent on God’s arbitrary will
and not something antecedent to it to which he must conform. Second, Burnet’s and
Descartes’s views of providence were based on distinct attributes of God, and these attri-
butes had quite different implications regarding the place of miracles in the providential
order. So although many details of the Theory were undoubtedly underpinned by
Cartesian principles, it was a markedly different set of principles that grounded
Burnet’s commitment to natural – and, where these fail, angelic – causes.

In appealing to both natural causes and spiritual agents, Burnet’s Theory embodied two
distinct but often complementary approaches that Scott Mandelbrote has identified in
seventeenth-century natural theology. One of these aimed to confute atheism by empha-
sizing law-like regularities as evidence of design in nature. The other sought to combat
materialism by highlighting the existence of spiritual phenomena.7 Burnet’s main
emphasis was on the former. Yet he also believed in the latter and made substantial
use of it both in the Theory itself and when defending the work against critics. The
laws of nature – and their remarkable timing in bringing about events recorded and
prophesied in Scripture – constituted the core of his natural theology. Natural laws, how-
ever, could only achieve so much. Sometimes a different kind of divine influence was
required, and this Burnet found in the realm of spirits. Unlike some of his contemporaries
who gave spirits a more pervasive role in nature, Burnet maintained that God uses them
only on those rare occasions where mechanical causes fall short. To use them otherwise
would be to employ a higher power than is necessary, something that is contrary to God’s
wisdom and therefore something God cannot do.

Burnet, the Cambridge Platonists and the Latitudinarians

Burnet was born in Croft-on-Tees around 1635 and entered Clare Hall, Cambridge, in 1651.
Though officially a student of the theologian William Owtram (1626–79), he worked more
closely with the Cambridge Platonist Ralph Cudworth (1617–88) and Latitudinarian divine
John Tillotson (1630–94). He followed Cudworth to Christ’s when Cudworth became mas-
ter of the college in 1654; became a fellow in 1657; and, alongside another Cambridge
Platonist, Henry More (1614–87), taught the new Cartesian philosophy at the college. In
1678, after a decade-long sabbatical, he resigned from his position at Cambridge and relo-
cated to London. Here, in 1681, owing to Tillotson’s recommendation, he became personal
tutor to the Earl of Ossory, grandson of the Duke of Ormond, and became master of the
Charterhouse school in 1685 under the patronage of Ormond. Following the Revolution of
1688–9, he was appointed chaplain-in-ordinary to King William III under Tillotson’s influ-
ence and succeeded Tillotson as clerk of the closet in 1691 when Tillotson became
Archbishop of Canterbury. He looked a likely successor here, too. But by the time of
Tillotson’s death in 1694 his heterodox views on Scripture had been made clear in his
Archaeologiae Philosophicae (1692), a controversial defence of the Theory in which he denied
the Mosaic account of the Creation and Fall in Genesis 1–3. He was passed over for the

7 Scott Mandelbrote, ‘The uses of natural theology in seventeenth-century England’, Science in Context (2007) 20
(3), pp. 451–80; Mandelbrote, ‘Early modern natural theologies’, in Russell Re Manning (ed.), The Oxford Handbook
of Natural Theology, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013, pp. 75–99, 77–8, 87–9.
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position, forced to resign from his duties at court, and returned to the Charterhouse,
where he remained until his death in 1715.8

The Cambridge Platonists were a group of philosopher–theologians, all but More (and
Cudworth after moving to Christ’s) being fellows of Emmanuel College. In addition to
Cudworth and More, the main members were Nathaniel Culverwell (1619–51), John
Smith (1618–52), Peter Sterry (1613–72), and Benjamin Whichcote (1609–83).9

Culverwell and Smith both died around the time Burnet entered the university, and
there is no known connection between Burnet and Sterry and Whichcote, so I shall
limit my discussion here to the work of Cudworth and More. Sarah Hutton has described
Cudworth’s and More’s philosophy as a kind of ‘modified Cartesianism’ in that both
adopted substantial components of Descartes’s philosophy but eschewed such tenets as
the rejection of final causes and what they interpreted as an extreme form of theological
voluntarism. More also rejected Descartes’s view that only matter is extended, maintain-
ing that spiritual substance is also extended and positing an ‘immaterial extension’ in
which material extension is contained. And both rejected his mechanistic world view, pro-
posing an immaterial principle that governs the physical world – ‘plastic nature’ for
Cudworth and ‘spirit of nature’ or ‘hylarchic principle’ for More.10 As several historians
have noted, this selective use of Cartesian ideas was common among English natural phi-
losophers. Though widely read and disseminated in England, Descartes’s philosophy was
never embraced in its entirety. Like many others, Cudworth and More were enthusiastic
readers, but they were not uncritical. Even More, during his early career when he was yet
to fully discern its dangerous theological implications and was busy popularizing it in
Cambridge, rejected many tenets of the Cartesian world view.11

Burnet’s Cartesianism was similar in certain respects. He did not reject final causes and
appealed to them extensively in the first volume of the Theory.12 And although he did not
argue explicitly against Descartes’s voluntarism, the anti-voluntarist sentiments in his
work that I discuss below surely imply that he did not accept it. His Cartesianism was,
however, substantially less modified than Cudworth’s and More’s. Unlike More, he
accepted the Cartesian view that only matter is extended and appealed to it in the

8 Ralph Heathcote, ‘An account of the life and writings of the Rev. Thomas Burnet, LL.D.’, in Thomas Burnet,
The Sacred Theory of the Earth: Containing an Account of the Original of the Earth, and of all the General Changes which it
hath Already Undergone, or is to Undergo, till the Consummation of all Things, 7th edn, London, 1759, pp. xvii–xxxv;
Suzanne Kelly, ‘Burnet, Thomas’, in Charles C. Gillispie (ed.), Dictionary of Scientific Biography, vol. 2, New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1970, pp. 612–14; Scott Mandelbrote, ‘Burnet, Thomas (c.1635–1715), natural philosopher
and headmaster’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 2004, at www.oxforddnb.com.ezphost.dur.ac.uk/view/10.
1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-4067 (accessed 18 February 2022).

9 Sarah Hutton, British Philosophy in the Seventeenth Century, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015, p. 140.
10 Sarah Hutton, ‘Ralph Cudworth, God, mind and nature’, in Robert Crocker (ed.), Religion, Reason and Nature in

Early Modern Europe, Dordrecht: Springer, 2001, pp. 61–76, 62–7, 72–3; Hutton, ‘The Cambridge Platonists’, in
Steven Nadler (ed.), A Companion to Early Modern Philosophy, Malden: Blackwell, 2002, pp. 303–19, 309–16, quotation
from 309; Hutton, op. cit. (9), pp. 148–50.

11 For general discussion of the reception of Cartesianism in England see John Henry, ‘The reception of
Cartesianism’, in Peter R. Anstey (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of British Philosophy in the Seventeenth Century,
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013, pp. 116–43; Sarah Hutton, ‘Cartesianism in Britain’, in Steven Nadler,
Tad M. Schmaltz and Delphine Antoine-Mahut (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Descartes and Cartesianism, Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2019, pp. 495–512; G.A.J. Rogers, ‘Descartes and the English’, in J.D. North and J.J.
Roche (ed.), The Light of Nature: Essays in the History and Philosophy of Science presented to A.C. Crombie,
Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 2005, pp. 281–302. For discussion of More’s relationship with Cartesianism see
Alan Gabbey, ‘Philosophia Cartesiana triumphata: Henry More (1646–1671)’, in Thomas M. Lennon, John
M. Nicholas and John W. Davis (eds.), Problems of Cartesianism, Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1982,
pp. 171–250; Rogers, op. cit., pp. 291–4. On Cudworth’s engagement with Descartes, see Hutton, op. cit. (11),
pp. 506–9.

12 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, pp. 289–304.
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Theory to argue against the miraculous creation and annihilation of water at the Deluge.13

And unlike both, he maintained a mechanistic physics. He did, as I shall discuss below,
believe that non-extended spiritual substances such as angels and human souls effect
changes in the material world. But he saw these phenomena essentially as peculiarities
in what is otherwise a world governed by mechanism and did not propose any kind of
general immaterial principle governing the physical world, talking instead in terms of
inert matter created and set in motion by God.14 Nevertheless, as John Henry has empha-
sized, Burnet was not straightforwardly a Cartesian, and his work fits the overall picture of
the reception of Cartesianism in England that Henry and others have reconstructed.15 He
borrowed more substantially from Descartes and was less cognizant of the theological
dangers of Cartesianism than his mentors at Cambridge, and he continued to defend
Cartesian physics and cosmology at the end of the century when most had abandoned
them.16 But, like others in England, he used Descartes selectively. He never fully embraced
the Cartesian system and rejected both important foundational commitments and signifi-
cant physical details of Descartes’s natural philosophy.

Turning now to the Latitudinarians, the term ‘Latitudinarian’ or ‘latitude man’ was ori-
ginally a pejorative invented during the Restoration by High Churchmen to describe a
group of divines who had conformed to the Interregnum Church and had justified
doing so on the grounds that they only compromised on inessential doctrines while
remaining true to the fundamentals of the Christian faith.17 The term was intended to
connote broadness, flexibility and inclusivity in matters of doctrine, liturgy and creed.
As Joseph Glanvill (1636–80), himself a prominent Latitudinarian, sympathetically
summed it up, the group were

a sort of men, whose Antipathy to the Fanatical Genius of the Age was quickly noted,
and no sooner known than branded with Nick-names very odious, as the Custom then
was … One of the most Common names given them was Latitudinarian from a word
that signifies compass or largeness, because of their opposition to the narrow stingy
Temper then called Orthodoxness.18

The divines listed as the most prominent Latitudinarians in Martin Griffin’s classic study
of the subject are Glanvill, Tillotson, Gilbert Burnet (1643–1715), Edward Fowler (1632–
1714), William Lloyd (1627–1717), Simon Patrick (1626–1707), Edward Stillingfleet
(1635–99), Thomas Tenison (1636–1715) and John Wilkins (1614–72), to whom Griffin

13 He argued that if God created new water, then because matter and extension are the same, he would have
had to annihilate an equal amount of matter to accommodate it, and to annihilate the water after the deluge, he
would have had to create the same amount of matter again to fill the space. Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, pp. 19–20.
He also argued at some length in a posthumously published work that the soul is not extended. Thomas Burnet, A
Treatise concerning the State of Departed Souls Before, and At, and After the Resurrection, London, 1730, pp. 20–45.

14 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, pp. 310–24.
15 Henry, op. cit. (11), p 127. For more in-depth discussion of the differences between Burnet and Descartes see

Roger, op. cit. (3); Harrison, op. cit. (3).
16 Burnet defended various Cartesian doctrines in his response to the Newtonian natural philosopher John

Keill (1671–1721). See T.B., Reflections upon the Theory of the Earth, Occasion’d by a Late Examination of It. In a
Letter to a Friend, London, 1699. For discussion of the Cartesian views defended in this work, and justification
of Burnet’s authorship, see Thomas Rossetter, ‘The Theorist: Thomas Burnet and his sacred history of the
earth’, Durham University PhD thesis, 2019, pp. 307–21.

17 For discussion of the term and its origins and uses during the seventeenth century see John Spurr,
‘“Latitudinarianism” and the Restoration church’, Historical Journal (1988) 31(1) pp. 61–82, 62–8; Martin I.J.
Griffin Jr, Latitudinarianism in the Seventeenth-Century Church of England, Leiden: Brill, 1992, pp. 3–13.

18 Quoted in Jackson I. Cope, ‘“The Cupri-Cosmits”: Glanvill on latitudinarian anti-enthusiasm’, Huntington
Library Quarterly (1954) 17(3), pp. 269–86, 271.
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adds several less prominent figures.19 Other authors have applied the term to a broader
set of seventeenth-century thinkers.20 The Latitudinarians were mostly educated in
Cambridge but left the university to seek preferment in London, the vast majority of
them taking up positions in the Church.21 Widely regarded as heterodox during the
Restoration, their fortunes changed following the Revolution of 1688–9 when several of
them, being the most vocal supporters of the Revolution among the clergy and having
presented concerted opposition to James II’s Catholicizing policies, were promoted to
bishoprics.22

During the Restoration, the term ‘Latitudinarian’ was applied both to this younger gen-
eration and to the Cambridge Platonists. As the century progressed, it became increas-
ingly applied exclusively to the former group.23 This variation is reflected in historical
studies, with some historians characterizing the Platonists as Latitudinarians and others
distinguishing between the two groups.24 Burnet, too, is sometimes presented as a
Latitudinarian and the Theory as a Latitudinarian work. Johannes van den Berg, for
example, refers to ‘Thomas Burnet, master of the Charterhouse’ as ‘a prominent
Latitudinarian’.25 John Gascoigne identifies the Theory as ‘the most thoroughgoing attempt
by a Cambridge Latitudinarian to demonstrate the conformity of Scripture with the “new
philosophy”’.26 And Richard Olsen describes it as ‘characteristic of seventeenth-century
Latitudinarian natural theology’.27 Scott Mandelbrote, on the other hand, suggests that
the portrayal of Burnet as ‘a Latitudinarian divine’ is largely a result of confusion with
‘his more famous namesake’, Gilbert.28 And several treatments of seventeenth-century
Latitudinarianism – including studies of Latitudinarianism and science – do not mention
him.29

Mandelbrote is right that Burnet is often confused with Gilbert Burnet, and indeed he
cites several examples of such confusion.30 Notwithstanding this, however, the character-
ization of Burnet as a Latitudinarian is not entirely without warrant. As well as

19 Griffin, op. cit. (17), p. 14.
20 See e.g. Barbara Shapiro, ‘Latitudinarianism and science in seventeenth-century England’, Past & Present

(1968) 40(1), pp. 16–41; John Gascoigne, Cambridge in the Age of Enlightenment: Science, Religion and Politics from
the Restoration to the French Revolution, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989, pp. 40–51; W.M. Spellman,
The Latitudinarians and the Church of England, 1660–1700, Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1993.

21 Gascoigne, op. cit. (20), pp. 48–51.
22 Griffin, op. cit. (17), pp. 14–32; Spellman, op. cit. (20), pp. 33–53, 132–55.
23 Griffin, op. cit. (17), pp. 4–11.
24 Gascoigne, op. cit. (20), pp. 41–8, for example, treats the Cambridge Platonists as Latitudinarians. Griffin, op.

cit. (17), pp. 11–13, 99–102, 158–9, on the other hand, argues that they should be considered distinct groups.
25 Johannes van den Berg, Religious Currents and Cross-currents: Essays on Early Modern Protestantism and the

Protestant Enlightenment, Leiden: Brill, 1999, p. 150.
26 Gascoigne, op. cit. (20), p. 66.
27 Richard G. Olsen, Science and Religion, 1450–1900: From Copernicus to Darwin, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins

University Press, p. 238.
28 Scott Mandelbrote, ‘Isaac Newton and Thomas Burnet: biblical criticism and the crisis of late seventeenth-

century England’, in Richard H. Popkin and James E. Force (eds.), The Books of Nature and Scripture: Recent Essays on
Natural Philosophy, Theology, and Biblical Criticism in the Netherlands of Spinoza’s Time and the British Isles of Newton’s
Time, Dordrecht: Springer, 1994, pp. 149–78, 155.

29 Shapiro, op. cit. (20); Lotte Mulligan, ‘Anglicanism, Latitudinarianism and science in seventeenth century
England’, Annals of Science (1973) 30 (2), pp. 213-19; Spurr, op. cit. (17); Richard Ashcraft, ‘Latitudinarianism
and toleration: historical myth versus political history’, in Richard Kroll, Richard Ashcraft and Perez Zagorin
(eds.), Philosophy, Science, and Religion in England 1640–1700, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992,
pp. 151–77; Griffin, op. cit. (17); Joseph M. Levine, ‘Latitudinarians, Neoplatonists, and the ancient wisdom’, in
Kroll, Ashcraft and Zagorin, op. cit., pp. 85–108; G.A.J. Rogers, ‘Locke and the latitude-men: ignorance as a ground
of toleration’, in Kroll, Ashcraft and Zagorin, op. cit., pp. 230–52; Spellman, op. cit. (20).

30 Mandelbrote, op. cit. (28), p. 170 n. 24.
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championing several core Latitudinarian principles, Burnet was, of course, close with
Tillotson, one of the most prominent of the group. During the 1680s, Burnet, like those
more widely considered Latitudinarians, opposed King James II, becoming involved in a
dispute with the Crown over James’s appointment of a Catholic at the Charterhouse.31

And as I noted above, following the Revolution, he benefited from the Latitudinarians’ for-
tunes, being appointed chaplain-in-ordinary and clerk of the closet to the new king. As
Gascoigne acknowledges, however, Burnet’s preferments resulted principally from
Tillotson’s patronage. When Tillotson died, his prospects for further advancement
ended abruptly, suggesting that other Latitudinarians, who by now were heavily influen-
tial in the Church, had less truck with his heterodox ideas.32

Further discussion of the minutiae of Latitudinarianism is beyond the scope of this art-
icle. What is important for our purposes is that the Cambridge Platonists and
Latitudinarians held several important theological commitments in common, and various
of these are prominent in Burnet’s work. The tenets of Cambridge Platonism and
Latitudinarianism that are most salient in Burnet’s writing are an advocacy of the use
of reason in religion, an insistence on the compatibility of reason and religion, an enthu-
siasm for the ‘new science’ and for the application of natural philosophy to apologetic
purposes, an emphasis on the fundamentals of Christianity over inessential doctrines,
an emphasis on God’s wisdom and goodness over his will and power, and an anti-
voluntarist theology insofar as God’s will and power are constrained by his wisdom and
goodness.33

The foregoing tenets play important and closely interrelated roles in Burnet’s work. He
was, of course, highly enthusiastic about the ‘new science’, and the use of reason in reli-
gion and the application of natural philosophy to apologetic purposes were precisely what
he was engaged in in the Theory. He wanted to make biblical events explicable in terms of
natural causes in order to vindicate sacred history and show that reason and philosophy
are consistent with Scripture. This essential compatibility of reason and Scripture was
strongly emphasized at the beginning of the work.34 For Burnet, the necessary agreement
between reason and Scripture derived from both being given to us by God. God cannot
contradict himself, and so reason, if used correctly, cannot contradict Scripture. This
meant that truths arrived at through reason which appear to contradict Scripture do
not in fact do so. In such cases, rather, Scripture has been misinterpreted and must be
reinterpreted to conform with reason. The core guiding principle in such reinterpreta-
tions for Burnet was derived from an emphasis on the fundamentals of Christianity
over inessential doctrines, a key fundamental being the attributes of God, and in particu-
lar his wisdom and goodness. Interpretations of Scripture must not contradict these fun-
damentals. Interpretations which do contradict them, moreover, cannot be correct, and
the relevant passages must be reinterpreted to conform to them.

31 For Burnet’s account of this conflict see Thomas Burnet, A Relation of the Proceedings at Charter-House, upon
occasion of King James the II his Presenting a Papist to be Admitted into that Hospital. In Vertue of his Letters Dispensatory,
London, 1689. For discussion see Stephen Porter, The London Charterhouse: A History of Thomas Sutton’s Charity,
Chalford: Amberley, 2009, pp. 60–2.

32 John Gascoigne, ‘Politics, patronage and Newtonianism: the Cambridge example’, Historical Journal (1984) 27
(1), pp. 1–24, 10–11; Gascoigne, op. cit. (20), p. 83.

33 For discussion of these views in the work of Cambridge Platonists and Latitudinarians see Jackson I. Cope,
‘Joseph Glanvill, Anglican apologist: old ideas and new style in the Restoration’, PMLA (1954) 69(1), pp. 223–50,
226–33; Shapiro, op. cit. (20), pp. 21–41; Gascoigne, op. cit. (20), pp. 63–8; Griffin, op. cit. (17), pp. 49–104, 123–
4; Rogers, op. cit. (29), pp. 232–42; Spellman, op. cit. (20), pp. 11–32, 72–88; Hutton, ‘The Cambridge
Platonists’, op. cit. (10), pp. 310–17; Hutton, op. cit. (9), pp. 143–5; Robert Crocker, Henry More 1614–1687: A
Biography of the Cambridge Platonist, Dordrecht: Springer, 2003, pp. 81–4.

34 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, preface, pp. 1–7.
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Anti-voluntarism and natural versus extraordinary providence

The above principles would be carried to their logical – and, many would believe,
heretical – conclusion in the Archaeologiae in Burnet’s denial of the literal sense of
Genesis 1–3, which he thought was incompatible with both reason and the fundamentals
of the Christian faith, and especially the wisdom and goodness of God – as I discuss below,
Burnet’s anti-voluntarism is evident in this work, too.35 Here, though, my focus is on the
Cambridge Platonists’ and Latitudinarians’ anti-voluntarism and its influence on Burnet’s
commitment to natural over miraculous causes in the Theory. The anti-voluntarism which
the Platonists and Latitudinarians adopted was first articulated in early modern England
by the theologian Richard Hooker (1554–1600) in his Of the Lawes of Ecclesiastical Politie
(1594). For Hooker, God’s attributes implied that he is not wholly free, for he cannot
act in a way that is contrary to them. He has imposed a law upon himself ‘where-by
his wisdome hath stinted the effects of his power in such sort, that it doth not worke
infinitely’.36 This anti-voluntarism was pitted in the late sixteenth century by Hooker
and during the mid- to late seventeenth century by the Platonists and Latitudinarians
against the Calvinist voluntarism that had been dominant since the Reformation.37

Burnet most likely inherited his anti-voluntarism primarily from Cudworth and
Tillotson, respectively the Cambridge Platonist and Latitudinarian with whom he was
most closely associated during his formative years at Cambridge. Of all the Cambridge
Platonists, writes Hutton, Cudworth provided ‘the most systematic statement of their anti-
voluntarism’.38 Cudworth’s anti-voluntarism is expressed at several points in his True
Intellectual System of the Universe (1678), the only work he published during his lifetime.39

It is also articulated at length in his posthumously published writings, with which Burnet
was likely familiar given his proximity to Cudworth during his time at Cambridge.40 For
Cudworth, properties like goodness and wisdom must exist independently of God, for if
something is to be said to possess these attributes, then it must conform to some pre-
existing set of standards. If their nature depended merely on God’s arbitrary will, then
he could not in any meaningful sense be said to possess them, for if he had freely chosen
their nature, then his possessing them would be trivial. Given that he does possess them,
he cannot act in a way that is contrary to them. His will is constrained by these other
aspects of his nature, which must conform to some absolute standard of goodness and
wisdom. ‘There is a nature of goodness, and a nature of wisdom’, wrote Cudworth in
his Treatise on Freewill, ‘antecedent to the will of God which is the rule and measure of it’.41

The Latitudinarians’ anti-voluntarism was heavily influenced by Cudworth and the
Cambridge Platonists and was communicated in similar terms throughout Tillotson’s ser-
mons on the nature of God.42 ‘The Soveraignty of God’, he stated in one, ‘doth by no means

35 Thomas Burnet, Archaeologiae Philosophicae, or, the Ancient Doctrine concerning the Originals of Things, London,
1736, pp. 1–90.

36 Richard Hooker, Of the Lawes of Ecclesiastical Politie, London, 1622, pp. 3–6, quotation from 4–5.
37 See Cope, op. cit. (33), pp. 223–33; Crocker, op. cit. (33), pp. 81–2, 111–19; Griffin, op. cit. (17), pp. 123–4, 81–2;

Hutton, op. cit. (9), pp. 132–3, 143–4.
38 Hutton, op. cit. (9), 143. See also Hutton, ‘The Cambridge Platonists’, op. cit. (10), pp. 315–17.
39 Ralph Cudworth, The True Intellectual System of the Universe. The First Part wherein all the Reason and Philosophy

of Atheism is Confuted and its Impossibility Demonstrated, London, 1678, pp. 646–7, 716–20, 872–3, 888.
40 Ralph Cudworth, A Treatise concerning Eternal and Immutable Morality, With A Treatise of Freewill, Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1996, pp. 13–14, 16–19, 22–7, 187–90, 204–6.
41 Cudworth, op. cit. (40), p. 187.
42 John Tillotson, Several Discourses upon the Attributes of God, London, 1699, pp. 18, 70–4, 125–7, 197, 209–16,

325–8, 335, 372–81; Tillotson, The Remaining Discourses, on the Attributes of God, London, 1700, pp. 21–3, 26–7,
86, 139, 152–3, 187–8, 215–16, 269–89, 297, 426–7. For discussion of Tillotson’s anti-voluntarism and the influence
of the Cambridge Platonists on his and other Latitudinarians’ anti-voluntarism see Griffin, op. cit. (17), 123–4.
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set him above the Eternal Laws of Goodness, and Truth, and Righteousness’.43 And in
another:

we cannot, from the soveraignty of God, infer a right to do any thing that is unsuitable
to the Perfection of his Nature; and consequently … it would be little less than a hor-
rid and dreadful Blasphemy, to say that God can, out of his Soveraign Will and
Pleasure, do any thing that contradicts the Nature of God, and the essential
Perfections of the Deity; or to imagin that the Pleasure and Will of the Holy, and
Just, and Good God is not always regulated and determined by the essential and indis-
pensable Laws of Goodness, and Holiness, and Righteousness.44

The implications of this anti-voluntarism for Burnet’s Theory, however, are most clearly
prefigured in the work of Glanvill, the Latitudinarian who was closest, both intellectually
and socially, to the Cambridge Platonists.45 Glanvill’s influence on Burnet has been dis-
cussed by William Poole, who has focused on his impact on Burnet’s use of Cartesian cos-
mology and on his model of the apocalypse.46 As Poole observes, the work on which
Burnet principally drew was Glanvill’s Lux Orientalis (1662), a book primarily concerned
with the pre-existence of souls. Though Burnet did not explicitly cite the book in the
Theory, the striking similarities between the two texts in several areas make it clear
that he was heavily influenced by it.47 What I want to draw attention to here are the par-
allels between Glanvill’s and Burnet’s views of natural providence and the anti-
voluntarism that underpins them. Here the two authors’ discussions are so closely aligned
that it is impossible not to conclude that Burnet’s position owed much to Glanvill, despite
his lack of acknowledgement.

As Jackson Cope has observed, Glanvill’s anti-voluntarism effectively barred God from
intervening directly in the world. God, for Glanvill, is bound by his nature to work through
‘second causes’. God’s providence is therefore primarily natural providence.48 Glanvill’s
statement of this is so similar to Burnet’s as to warrant quoting at length. ‘There is an
exact Geometrical justice’, he wrote,

that runs through the universe, and is interwoven in the contexture of things. This is a
result of that wise and Almighty Goodness that praesides over all things … And that
benign wisdom that contrived and framed the natures of all beings, doubtlesse so pro-
vided that they should be suitably furnisht with all things proper for their respective
conditions. And that this Nemesis should be twisted into the very natural constitutions
of things themselves, is methinks very reasonable; since questionlesse, Almighty wis-
dom could so perfectly have formed his works at first, as that all things that he saw

43 Tillotson, Several Discourses, op. cit. (42), p. 18.
44 Tillotson, Several Discourses, op. cit. (42), pp. 215–16.
45 Griffin, op. cit. (17), p. 20. For discussion of the Cambridge Platonists’ (and in particular More’s) influence on

Glanvill’s anti-voluntarism see Crocker, op. cit. (33), pp. 81–2.
46 William Poole, ‘Sir Robert Southwell’s dialogue on Thomas Burnet’s theory of the earth: “C & S discourse of

Mr Burnetts Theory of the Earth” (1684): Contexts and an edition’, The Seventeenth Century (2008) 23(1), pp. 72–
104, 72–3; Poole, op. cit. (4), pp. 57, 159.

47 As well as the aspects of the Theory discussed by Poole, Burnet’s discussion of the pre-existence of souls was
clearly taken from Glanvill. Here Burnet argued that the soul of Christ pre-existed his physical incarnation, which
implies that other human souls do; that Christ did not correct or reproach the Jews for believing in the doctrine;
and that it is taught in virtually all ancient philosophies. Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 2, p. 127. All these arguments
appear in Joseph Glanvill, Lux Orientalis, or, an Enquiry into the Opinion of the Eastern Sages concerning the
Praeexistence of Souls being a Key to Unlock the Grand Mysteries of Providence, in Relation to Man’s Sin and Misery,
London, 1662, preface, pp. 2–3, 33–4, 52–6, 112–13.

48 Cope, op. cit. (33), pp. 230–1.
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were regular, just, and for the good of the universe, should have been brought about by
those stated Laws, which we call nature; without an ordinary engagement of absolute
power to effect them … For this looks like a more magnificient apprehension of the
Divine power and Praeexistence, since it supposeth him … to have foreseen all future
occurrences, & so wonderfully to have … constituted the great machina of the
world that the infinite variety of motions therein, should effect nothing but what in
his eternal wisdom he had concluded fit and decorous.

God’s direct intervention, then, for Glanvill, is contrary to his wisdom:

to engage gods absolute and extraordinary power … is meseems to think meanly of his
wisdome; As if he had made the world so, as that it should need omnipotence every now
& then to mend it, or to bring about those his destinations, which by a shorter way
he could have effected, by his instrument, Nature.49

For Glanvill, this insistence on natural over extraordinary providence formed the basis of
an important methodological principle. When inquiring into such things as the embodi-
ment of souls, we must appeal to natural rather than miraculous causes, for as God’s
nature binds him to work through natural law rather than direct intervention, so too,
when theorizing about these processes, we must do so in terms of the former rather
than the latter.50

In Burnet, a similar emphasis on God’s wisdom and a similar anti-voluntarism give rise
to a view of providence which strongly echoes that of Glanvill. For Burnet, God’s wisdom
effectively prevents him from intervening directly in the natural world, for where other,
subordinate means of bringing about his will are available, it is contrary to his wisdom to
intervene directly rather than employ these means. ‘Wisdom’, wrote Burnet, ‘consists in
the conduct and subordination of several causes to bring our purposes to effect’, and
‘what is dispatched by an immediate Supreme Power, leaves no room for the exercise
of Wisdom’.51 The instruments of the divine will that are most consonant with God’s wis-
dom are natural causes. Providence, then, is predominantly natural providence. Natural
providence consists in ‘[t]he Form or Course of Universal Nature, as actuated by the Divine
Power: with all the Changes, Periods, and Vicissitudes that attend it, according to the method
and establishment made at first, by the Author of it’52 – in other words, the laws of nature,
contrived by God in the beginning. Where God’s will can be effected via natural law, it
is contrary to his wisdom to employ a higher power. As in Glanvill, this rule to which
God is bound by his essential nature becomes for Burnet a crucial methodological prin-
ciple in constructing his theory. God does not intervene in the world if natural causes
are sufficient. Neither, therefore, should we appeal to a miraculous power to explain
events which can be explained in terms of natural causes, for

if we would have a fair view and right apprehensions of Natural Providence, we must
not cut the chains of it too short, by having recourse, without necessity, either to the
First Cause, in explaining the Origins of things: or to Miracles, in explaining particu-
lar effects. This, I say, breaks the chains of Natural Providence, when it is done with-
out necessity, that is, when things are otherwise intelligible from Second Causes …
The Course of Nature is truly the Will of God; and, as I may so say, his first Will; from

49 Glanvill, op. cit. (47), p. 124–6.
50 Glanvill, op. cit. (47), pp. 183–8.
51 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 2, p. 73.
52 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, p. 319.
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which we are not to recede, but upon clear evidence and necessity. And as in matter
of Religion, we are to follow the known reveal’d Will of God, and not to trust to every
impulse or motion of Enthusiasm, as coming from the Divine Spirit, unless there be
evident marks that it is Supernatural, and cannot come from our own; So neither are
we, without necessity, to quit the known and ordinary Will and Power of God … and
fly to Supernatural Causes, or his extraordinary Will; for this is a kind of Enthusiasm
or Fanaticism, as well as the other: And no doubt that great prodigality and waste of
Miracles which some make, is no way to the honour of God or Religion.53

This principle is adhered to throughout the Theory, and the Creation, Deluge,
Conflagration and formation of the new Earth, are explained predominantly – though
not entirely, as I shall discuss shortly – in terms of natural causes. Burnet was evidently
aware that in presenting biblical events in this way he risked being perceived as having
written providence out of sacred history. Especially problematic in this regard were
events like the Deluge which were brought about as punishment for human sin, some-
thing that appeared difficult to square with their being the inevitable consequences of
natural processes. To deal with this, he posited a divine synchronicity between the ‘nat-
ural’ or ‘material’ world on the one hand and the ‘moral’ or ‘intellectual’ world on the
other. God, having foreseen human history, contrived a series of natural causes that
will punish or reward humankind in accordance with its moral state. This, for Burnet,
was more consistent with God’s wisdom than the traditional picture of his observing
sin and intervening in the world to punish it, for the course of nature

is a greater argument of wisdom and contrivance, than such a disposition of causes
as will not in so good an order, or for so long a time produce regular effects, without
an extraordinary concourse and interposition of the First cause … and that even in its
greatest changes and revolutions it should still conspire and be prepar’d to answer
the ends and purposes of the Divine Will in reference to the Moral World. This
seems to me to be the great Art of Divine Providence, so to adjust the two Worlds,
Humane and Natural, Material and Intellectual, as seeing thorough [sic] the possibil-
ities and futuritions of each, according to the first state and circumstances he puts
them under, they should all along correspond and fit one another, and especially
in their great Crises and Periods.54

Burnet’s emphasis here on God’s wisdom in employing natural causes strongly evinces
the first of the two approaches to natural theology discussed in the introduction. This
approach Mandelbrote associates principally with John Wilkins – one of the prominent
Latitudinarians listed above – and Robert Boyle (1627–91), who appealed to law-like regu-
larities in nature as evidence of the existence and attributes of God.55 It is important to
note here that Burnet departs to some extent from the traditional notion of natural the-
ology as concerned with theological conclusions drawn from natural reason and inde-
pendently of revelation in that he is inquiring into revealed doctrines.56 His reasoning

53 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, pp. 314–15.
54 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, p. 106–7.
55 Mandelbrote, ‘The uses’, op. cit. (7), pp. 461–2, 461–5; Mandelbrote, ‘Early modern’, op. cit. (7), pp. 76–8, 87–9.
56 Mandelbrote uses a broader definition of natural theology and discusses Burnet’s Theory as a natural theo-

logical work. Mandelbrote, ‘Early modern’, op. cit. (7), pp. 80–2, 87–9. Jonathan Topham, too, notes that the term
is often used to denote investigation into revealed doctrines concerning the natural world. Jonathan R. Topham,
‘Natural theology and the sciences’, in Peter Harrison (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Science and Religion,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010, pp. 159–79, 159–60. Peter Harrison, on the other hand, charac-
terizes natural-philosophical inquiry into revealed doctrines as part of the distinct but closely related discipline
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also differs in that, rather than arguing straightforwardly from order in nature to the wis-
dom of God, he takes God’s wisdom as his point of departure, as something which entails
that God must use natural means if such means are available and which implies that we
must consider natural processes before appealing to extraordinary providence. The con-
clusion he draws, however, is essentially an extension of the design argument of Wilkins
and Boyle. The fact that we can understand such events as the Creation, Deluge and
Conflagration principally in terms of natural processes without having recourse to extra-
ordinary providence constitutes compelling evidence that God does indeed possess this
attribute, for he has contrived the world such that even these pivotal events in biblical
history occur primarily according to the laws of nature and do not require his direct
intervention.

Anti-voluntarism and angelic versus direct providence

Despite his emphasis on natural over extraordinary providence, Burnet did not want to
rule out miracles altogether. For while he emphasized God’s wisdom over his will, he
did not want the latter ‘so to be bound up to second causes, as never to use, upon occa-
sion, an extraordinary influence or direction’.57 Indeed, he saw an outright denial of mira-
cles as more problematic than having too ready appeal to them, ‘for to deny all Miracles,
is in effect to deny all reveal’d Religion’. He wanted, then, to allow some miraculous inter-
vention, ‘so as neither to make the Divine Power too mean and cheap, nor the Power of
Nature illimited and all-sufficient’.58 He also maintained that miracles were involved in
the Creation and Deluge, and that they will play a role in the Conflagration. The causal
role of miracles in the Creation and Deluge in Burnet’s account is somewhat vague, and
I shall return to it shortly as the much clearer picture he gives of another miraculous
element of the Deluge and of the miracles involved in the Conflagration will help shed
light on it. This other miraculous element of the Deluge pertains to the protection of
the ark. The violence of the waters, Burnet suggested, necessitated ‘an extraordinary
and miraculous Providence’ to prevent the ark from being destroyed. To this end, he con-
jectured that it was protected by angels, a scenario he famously illustrated with an
engraving of a submerged globe with the ark just above the centre flanked by two angels
(Figures 1, 2).59

Like the protection of the ark, the role of miracles in Burnet’s account of the
Conflagration also consists in the ministry of angels. Here, though, their role is very dif-
ferent in that they are involved in actually bringing the event about. It is here that Burnet
first introduced his distinction between two kinds of miracle: ‘God’s immediate
Omnipotency’, and ‘the Ministry of Angels’. Both are to be considered miraculous, because
both proceed from divine or supernatural rather than natural causes. Yet the distinction
between them is significant, more significant even than that between the natural and the
miraculous, because the difference between an angelic and an omnipotent power is far
greater than that between the natural and the angelic. Here Burnet introduced a new
component of his anti-voluntarism: where God can bring about his will via the ministry
of angels, he will not intervene directly in the world. Here again, this rule by which God is

of physico-theology and discusses Burnet’s Theory and similarly oriented works under this category. Peter
Harrison, ‘Physico-theology and the mixed sciences: the role of theology in early modern natural philosophy’,
in Peter R. Anstey and John A. Schuster (eds.), The Science of Nature in the Seventeenth Century: Patterns of
Change in Early Modern Natural Philosophy, Dordrecht: Springer, 2005, pp. 165–83, 174–5.

57 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, p. 107.
58 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, p. 315.
59 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, p. 100–1, quotation from 100.
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bound proceeds from his wisdom, to which it is contrary for him to employ an omnipo-
tent power where an angelic power is sufficient.60

Assessing the powers of angels, Burnet noted in the first place that they are endowed
with a perfect understanding of nature. They are able, therefore, to intervene in the
natural world in ways that are not only above our capacities but beyond even our imagin-
ation. Additionally, where our souls can control only the motions of ‘spirits’ within our
bodies, theirs can manipulate external nature.61 Thus their dominion and power over
the natural world far exceed ours, and hence nature is much more subject to their control
than to our own. ‘From these considerations’, he observed, ‘it is reasonable to conclude,
that the generality of miracles may be and are perform’d by Angels; It being less decorous
to employ a Sovereign power, where a subaltern is sufficient’. From this, he derived a

Figure 1. Illustration of a submerged Earth with the ark above the centre flanked by angels. Thomas Burnet, The
Theory of the Earth: Containing an Account of the Original of the Earth, and of all the General Changes which it hath Already
Undergone, or is to Undergo till the Consummation of All Things, vol. 1, London, 1684, p. 101. Reproduced by permission

of Durham University Library and Collections, Special Collections, SB+ 0480.

60 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 2, pp. 69–70, quotations from 69.
61 Here Burnet was referring to the Cartesian notion of ‘animal spirits’ which enable us voluntarily to move

our limbs.
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second methodological principle which is exactly analogous to the first. Just as we are not
to appeal to miracles where natural causes are sufficient to explain a given event, so too we
are not to appeal to God’s direct intervention where the ministry of angels is sufficient. ‘[T]
he reason in both Rules’, he emphasized, ‘is the same, namely, because it argues a defect of
Wisdom in all Oeconomies to employ more and greater means than are sufficient’.62

Burnet now applied this rule to the Conflagration. Drawing on a range of biblical illus-
trations of the propensities and capacities of angels, he noted in the first place that the
notion of ‘Destroying Angels’ as ‘Executioners of the Divine Justice and Vengeance’ is
well precedented, there being frequent instances in sacred history of God’s judgement
being dispensed by an angelic hand. As to their capacity to intervene in nature, it was evi-
dent that, among other things, angels can order and coordinate the natural causes that
are to bring the Conflagration about, intensify the power of the sun, adjust the tempera-
ture of flames and alter the composition of bodies to make them more combustible.
Natural causes, then, assisted by angelic intervention, are sufficient to burn the Earth.
God’s direct intervention could therefore be ruled out, since his wisdom prevents him
from intervening directly in nature if his will can be effected via the ministry of angels.
As with his defence of natural causes, Burnet was keen to emphasize the providential
nature of angelic intervention and did so in markedly anti-voluntarist terms. It is no ‘dim-
inution of Providence’, he wrote, ‘to put things into the hands of Angels; ’Tis the true rule
and method of it; For to employ an Almighty power where it is not necessary, is to debase
it, and give it a task fit for lower Beings’.63 It is worth highlighting here that the phrase
‘rule and method’ is distinctly Cudworthian in that Cudworth used precisely these words
when discussing providence in his True Intellectual System.64

Figure 2. Close-up of the ark. Burnet, op. cit., p. 101. Reproduced by permission of Durham University Library and

Collections, Special Collections, SB+ 0480.

62 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 2, p. 70.
63 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 2, pp. 71–3, quotation from 73, my italics.
64 Cudworth, op. cit. (39), p. 109.
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Turning now to the causal role of miracles in the Creation and Deluge, this, as I have
noted, is rather vague in the first volume of the Theory. Following his explication of the
Earth’s formation, Burnet assessed that ‘we have propos’d the Natural Causes of it, and I
do not know wherein our Explication is false or defective’, yet immediately afterwards
described the structure of the primitive Earth as ‘so marvellous, that it ought rather to
be consider’d as a particular effect of the Divine Art, than as the work of Nature’. He
then quoted several biblical passages and other ancient writings which indicate that
other, non-physical powers were involved in this ‘piece of Divine Geometry or
Architecture’, but did not discuss what these powers might have been.65 Later in the
book when discussing the Deluge, he asserted that as ‘there was an extraordinary
Providence in the formation or composition of the first Earth, so I believe there was
also in the dissolution of it’, yet again said nothing about what this extraordinary provi-
dence may have consisted in in either case.66

Things become clearer if we look at Burnet’s two responses to Erasmus Warren (d.
1718), the rector of Worlington who entered into a hostile debate with Burnet after attack-
ing the first volume of the Theory in his Geologia, or, a Discourse concerning the Earth Before
the Deluge (1690). Warren had objected to Burnet’s account of the Creation on the ground
that the Earth’s formation according to his theory would take far longer than the six days
allotted by Moses.67 Responding to this, Burnet suggested that the Earth’s formation may
be understood in terms of either ordinary or extraordinary providence. If the former,
then it would obviously take longer than six days. If the latter, then the process may
be expedited to occur in a shorter time frame.68 This, however, was clearly not his actual
position. To begin with, he explicitly stated that the proposal was merely a possible ‘gen-
eral Answer’ to the objection.69 We know, moreover, that he thought the Creation did take
longer than six days, and that the Mosaic history was not to be understood literally. He
had stated this in 1680/1 in correspondence with Isaac Newton (1643–1727) and made his
first public statement of it in the Review of the Theory of the Earth, a supplement to the
Theory published the same year as this first reply to Warren.70 This position was intimated
toward the end of the latter, too, for here he expressed his intention to produce an
account of the Hexameron, and declared that this account ‘might have spar’d much of
the Excepter’s [Warren’s] pains’, since his objections were grounded in a ‘vulgar’ reading
of Moses with which the theory was obviously inconsistent.71 He returned to this point in
his second reply. Here, though, he was more explicit, stating that ‘the Theorist hath no
where asserted, that Moses’s Cosmopoeia … is to be literally understood; and therefore
what is urg’d against him from the letter of that Cosmopoeia, is improperly urg’d and with-
out ground’.72

Burnet’s notion of speeding up the Earth’s formation, then, was clearly not his view of
the role of extraordinary providence in the Creation. His actual view of this, and of the
miracles involved in the Deluge, becomes apparent in his second reply to Warren. In

65 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, pp. 65–6.
66 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, pp. 107–8.
67 Erasmus Warren, Geologia, or, a Discourse concerning the Earth Before the Deluge, London, 1690, pp. 48–51.
68 Thomas Burnet, An Answer to the Late Exceptions made by Mr Erasmus Warren Against the Theory of the Earth,

London, 1690, p. 4.
69 Burnet, op. cit. (68), p. 2.
70 Thomas Burnet, ‘Burnet to Newton, 13th January 1680/1’, in H.W. Turnbull (ed.), The Correspondence of Isaac

Newton, vol. 2, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960, pp. 323–6; Thomas Burnet, A Review of the Theory of
the Earth and of its Proofs, especially in Reference to Scripture, London, 1690, pp. 43–6.

71 Burnet, op. cit. (68), p. 66.
72 Thomas Burnet, A Short Consideration of Mr. Erasmus Warren’s Defence of his Exceptions Against the Theory of the

Earth, London, 1691, p. 39.

The British Journal for the History of Science 15

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087422000462 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087422000462


his first reply, Burnet had made other appeals to extraordinary providence when answer-
ing Warren’s objections.73 In his subsequent reply to Burnet, Warren took exception to
this, and to Burnet’s appeals to miracles in the Theory. First, he alleged, Burnet had vio-
lated his own principles, for he had insisted on explaining the Creation and Deluge in
terms of natural causes but had nevertheless appealed to extraordinary providence and
was appealing to it again to deal with objections. Second, by appealing to extraordinary
providence, Burnet had rendered his theory superfluous. One of his key motivations was
to explain the Deluge without invoking a miraculous creation and annihilation of water.
By appealing to miracles himself, he had thereby rendered his theory no better than the
traditional, miraculous interpretation of the event.74 ‘To what purpose’, asked Warren, ‘did
he [Burnet] invent a Theory, and write a Treatise with design to shut out one Extraordinary
Providence, the creating of new Waters to make the Deluge; when in this Treatise, and to
uphold that Theory, he is constrain’d to let in thus many?’75

It is in his response to these points that Burnet’s view of the miracles involved in the
Creation and Deluge becomes clearer, for here he rebuked Warren for being ‘so injudicious
… as to confound all extraordinary Providence with the Acts of Omnipotency’. It was such
acts, he explained, and not miracles more generally, that he did not allow in his theory.
‘The Creation and Annihilation of waters … is an act of pure Omnipotency’. This, therefore,
‘The Theorist did not admit of at the Deluge: and if this be his fault, as it is frequently
objected to him he perseveres in it still’. Here, as in his discussion of the Conflagration,
he contrasted such ‘Acts of Omnipotency’ with the ministry of angels. ‘[A]s for acts of
Angelical power’, he wrote,

he [the Theorist] does every where acknowledge them in the great Revolutions … of
the natural World. If the Excepter [Warren] would make the Divine Omnipotency as
cheap as the ministery of Angels, and have recourse as freely and as frequently to
that, as to this: If he would make all extraordinary Providence the same … and
set all at the pitch of Infinite power, this may be an effect of his ignorance or inad-
vertency, but is no way imputable to the Theorist.76

Burnet’s appeals to miracles, then, were to lesser miracles, those which can be effected by
the ministry of angels and which do not require God’s direct omnipotence. Thus he did
not violate his principles or render his theory superfluous as Warren had claimed, for
Warren’s argument proceeded from an erroneous conflation of these two very distinct
kinds of miracle.

From the foregoing argument against Warren, his assertion ‘that the generality of
miracles … are perform’d by Angels’, the prodigious power over nature with which he
believed angels are endowed, and his clear antipathy to the idea of God intervening dir-
ectly in the world, it seems clear that the miracles Burnet envisaged as being involved in
the formation and dissolution of the Earth at the Creation and Deluge, like those involved
in the Conflagration, consisted in the ministry of angels. If this is correct, then in both
volumes of the Theory, Burnet’s anti-voluntarism underpinned not only his insistence
on natural causes as the primary instruments of the divine will but also his views
about the kinds of miracle that do, on occasion, occur. God’s direct intervention is theor-
etically possible, but in virtually every conceivable case, God, in accordance with his

73 Burnet, op. cit. (68), pp. 2–4, 30–1.
74 Erasmus Warren, A Defence of the Discourse concerning the Earth Before the Flood, London, 1691, pp. 8–12, 65–6,

89–90, 157–8.
75 Warren, op. cit. (74), p. 66.
76 Burnet, op. cit. (72), p. 39.
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wisdom, performs miracles not directly but via the medium of angels. Interestingly, this
view of extraordinary providence can also be traced to Glanvill, for Glanvill, too, had
allowed that on occasions where natural providence falls short, and where a phenomenon
cannot be explained in terms of natural processes, ‘we may have recourse to the Arbitrary
managements of those invisible Ministers of Equity and Justice, which without doubt the
world is plentifully stored with’. Here, again anticipating Burnet, he pointed to scriptural
evidence of angelic interventions in nature to support his contention.77

Burnet’s appeals to angelic providence occupy the other side of Mandelbrote’s divide in
seventeenth-century natural theology which emphasized – and sought to evidence – the
role of spirits in the natural world. That we find such appeals in Burnet is unsurprising
given that some of the Platonists and Latitudinarians discussed above, namely
Cudworth, More and Glanvill, were the main proponents of this approach. All these
authors gave spirits an indispensable role in nature, and More and Glanvill were
among the most prominent investigators of spiritual phenomena in late seventeenth-
century England.78 The role of spirits in Burnet’s world view was much less pervasive
than it was for these authors, and his appeals to them were not as extensive or emphatic
as his appeals to regular, law-like processes. Like his colleagues, he considered the human
soul an immaterial substance of a divine or quasi-divine nature with the ability to effect
changes in the material body through the exercise of free will.79 He also, albeit very
briefly in comparison, touched on subjects like witchcraft which had preoccupied More
and Glanvill.80 He appealed to both kinds of phenomena, moreover, as evidence for the
existence and attributes of God.81 As I noted above, however, where these authors incor-
porated such phenomena into a more general spiritualist framework, Burnet saw them
essentially as aberrations in an otherwise mechanistic universe. Likewise, angelic inter-
ventions, unlike the all-encompassing spiritual principles of the Platonists, are employed
only when God’s ends cannot be achieved via purely mechanical means.

Conclusion

As I noted in the introduction, other historians have framed Burnet’s commitment to nat-
ural over miraculous causes as an essentially Cartesian principle. Martin Rudwick, for
example, argues that Burnet sought physical explanations for biblical events which
could ‘satisfy the text of Scripture and other ancient records … and at the same time
be framed within the Cartesian philosophy of nature, which permitted explanation only
in terms of matter and motion’.82 Poole contends that Burnet’s promotion of ‘a model
of general providence (“the laws of nature”) that would limit the need for the philosopher
to appeal to special providence (“miracles”) … was a Cartesian move, as Descartes too had
insisted on the necessity for God’s general providence as the caretaker and conserver of
Creation’s regular movements’.83 Many of Burnet’s contemporaries interpreted him in this
way, too. As Peter Harrison notes, the aspect of Cartesianism to which critics of Burnet
objected most was not his use of Cartesian cosmology but what they viewed as ‘the

77 Glanvill, op. cit. (47), pp. 128–30, quotation from 129. Unlike Burnet, Glanvill did not explicitly characterize
these angelic interventions as ‘miracles’, or even discuss whether they constitute miracles.

78 Mandelbrote, ‘The uses’, op. cit. (7), pp. 451–2, 455–61, 467–73; Mandelbrote, ‘Early modern’, op. cit. (7),
pp. 77–8.

79 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, pp. 301–3; Burnet, op. cit. (13), pp. 18–46.
80 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, pp. 303–4.
81 Burnet, op. cit. (1), vol. 1, pp. 301–4.
82 Rudwick, op. cit. (4), p. 78.
83 Poole, op. cit. (4), p. 59.
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Cartesian mode of explanation’; that is, the attempt ‘to describe all the features of the
world in terms of secondary causes’.84

If the above analysis is correct, however, the actual foundations of Burnet’s commit-
ment to natural over miraculous causes were in important respects distinctly
un-Cartesian. The two authors’ views of providence were admittedly superficially similar
in that both thought that the laws of nature are the ordinary will of God and that they are
for the most part invariable. The theological foundations of their views, however, were
substantially different. They also had quite different implications regarding the place of
miracles in the providential order. First, as I have argued, Burnet’s preference for natural
over miraculous providence was underpinned by the anti-voluntarist idea that God is con-
strained to act in accordance with his wisdom. This is a significant departure from the
Cartesian conception of God, for Descartes had espoused an especially radical form of
theological voluntarism according to which the very nature of wisdom, goodness and
even the laws of logic and mathematics proceed from God’s completely free will.85

Certainly this is how Descartes was generally interpreted by his contemporaries, and
two of the most prominent figures to interpret him this way were Burnet’s Platonist col-
leagues at Christ’s, both of whom objected strenuously to this aspect of the Cartesian
world view and positioned their anti-voluntarism against it.86 More did so obliquely in
his Divine Dialogues (1668) by having the Cartesian Cuphophron voice voluntaristic ideas
and his own mouthpiece Philotheus repudiate them.87 Cudworth did so directly, naming
Descartes as his adversary and attacking his voluntarism both in the True Intellectual
System and in his posthumously published work.88 This foundation of Burnet’s adherence
to natural over miraculous causes, then, was directly opposed to this tenet of Descartes’s
philosophy and had been pitted expressly against him by some of the very people from
whom Burnet inherited it.

Second, for Descartes, the laws of nature are the primary will of God and are invariable
because God’s will is immutable. Once God had freely chosen the laws of nature, they
became his will, and they remain fixed because any change in them would imply an
imperfection in God.89 This, on the face of it, seems to rule out miracles, and Descartes
said as much concerning his hypothetical world in the Treatise on Light – ‘God will
never perform a miracle’.90 Later, in the Principles of Philosophy, he acknowledged ‘those
changes which … divine revelation renders certain, and which we … believe to occur with-
out any change on the part of the Creator’ as exceptions to the laws of nature which are to
be disregarded for the purposes of doing natural philosophy.91 Yet it was unclear how
these events might be brought about without violating God’s immutability, and
Descartes never addressed this. Burnet’s view of providence, on the other hand, was
underpinned by God’s wisdom. That God works primarily via natural processes and

84 Harrison, op. cit. (3), pp. 178–9, quotation from 178.
85 Descartes’s voluntarism was articulated in replies to objections to his Meditations on First Philosophy and in

several letters – see René Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, vol. 2, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1984, pp. 173, 291–4; Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, vol. 3, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1991, pp. 23–8, 102–3, 194, 235, 343, 358–9.

86 For further examples of prominent seventeenth-century figures who interpreted Descartes as a voluntarist
see Peter Harrison, ‘Voluntarism and early modern science’, History of Science (2002) 40(1), pp. 63–89, 82 n. 19.

87 Henry More, Divine Dialogues, containing Sundry Disquisitions & Instructions concerning the Attributes and
Providence of God, vol. 2, London, 1668, pp. 21–5.

88 Cudworth, op. cit. (39), pp. 646–7, 716–20; Cudworth, op. cit. (40), pp. 22–7, 187–90. For discussion of the
Platonists’ opposition to Descartes’s voluntarism see Hutton, ‘Ralph Cudworth’, op. cit. (10), pp. 72–3.

89 René Descartes, Principles of Philosophy, Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1989, pp. 57–9.
90 René Descartes, The World and Other Writings, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998, p. 32.
91 Descartes, op. cit. (89), pp. 58.
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that these processes are generally invariable are consequences of his possessing this attri-
bute. Yet it is not inconsistent with this attribute for God to use the ministry of angels or
even in principle to intervene directly in the world, for such actions are only contrary to
God’s wisdom if lesser means are available. By grounding providence in God’s wisdom
rather than his immutability, Burnet could fit miracles consistently into his world view
in a way that was unavailable to Descartes.

Before closing, it is worth noting that Burnet’s anti-voluntarism is evident in his other
writings. It is prominent, as I mentioned above, in his controversial denial of the literal
sense of the Mosaic history of the Creation and Fall in the Archaeologiae, for here he
emphasized that the disproportionate assignment of tasks to days in the former contra-
dicts God’s wisdom, and the disproportionate punishment for Adam’s sin in the latter con-
tradicts his goodness. God cannot have conducted himself in these ways, and so the literal
sense of these texts must be abandoned.92 A similar argument appears in a posthumously
published work on the state of the dead and the Resurrection that is to follow the
Conflagration. Here, he discussed at length the torments of hell, arguing that they cannot
be eternal because God’s wisdom and goodness prevent him from inflicting eternal pun-
ishment on his creatures, and so the common, literal interpretation of Scripture on this
point should be rejected too.93 This emphasis on God’s attributes and the restrictions they
impose on his will, then, is a recurring theme in Burnet’s work and one which under-
pinned many of his views on both nature and Scripture. This, rather than his
Cartesianism, was the primary basis of his commitment to natural over miraculous causes
and of his parallel commitment to angelic over direct providence.

Rather than someone who simply applied the Cartesian principle of explaining events
in terms of natural causes, Burnet emerges from this analysis as a more complex, consist-
ent and principled thinker. Burnet was not merely applying Cartesian natural philosophy
to biblical history. Like other English thinkers, he adopted significant tenets of the
Cartesian system but eschewed others. And the principles he did adopt were combined
with others derived from elsewhere – some of which were directly opposed to those of
Descartes and based on markedly different foundations with very different implications –
to construct a theory of the Earth based on both Cartesian natural philosophy and the
rational theology of the Cambridge Platonists and Latitudinarians. Had his use of natural
causes been derived primarily from this Cartesian principle, then he could have been
accused of applying the principle inconsistently, for he did include miracles in his theory.
If, on the other hand, he prioritized both natural causes over miracles and angelic inter-
vention over acts of omnipotence because God’s attributes impose constraints on how he
can execute his will, then he was applying a quite different principle and doing so con-
sistently. The Cartesian interpretation also makes him more vulnerable to Warren’s criti-
cism, for without a principled reason for appealing to miracles, the claim that he was
doing so in an ad hoc manner to supply the defects of his theory would have had

92 Burnet, op. cit. (35), pp. 86–90.
93 Burnet, op. cit. (13), pp. 334–67. Other anti-voluntarist statements which are traditionally attributed to

Burnet appear in three responses to John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding – anonymous, Remarks
Upon an Essay concerning Humane Understanding: In a Letter Address’d to the Author, London, 1697, pp. 6–7; anonym-
ous, Second Remarks upon an Essay concerning Humane Understanding: In a Letter Address’d to the Author, being a
Vindication of the First Remarks Against the Answer of Mr. Lock, at the End of his Reply to the Lord Bishop of
Worcester, London, 1697, pp. 11, 18–19, 21–7; anonymous, Third Remarks Upon an Essay concerning Humane
Understanding: In a Letter Address’d to the Author, London, 1699, pp. 5–6, 13–14, 16–17, 25. Burnet’s authorship, how-
ever, has been questioned by J.C. Walmsley, Hugh Craig and John Burrows, ‘The authorship of the Remarks upon an
Essay concerning Humane Understanding’, Eighteenth-Century Thought (2016) 6, pp. 205–43. I agree that the case for
Burnet’s authorship was already weak and that stylistic differences between Burnet and the author of the essays
render his authorship doubtful, so I do not consider them here.
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more force, and his appeal to the distinction between angelic and direct providence in
answering this criticism would have seemed equally ad hoc.

This analysis also vindicates to some extent Gascoigne’s and Olsen’s characterization of
the Theory as a work of Latitudinarian theology and natural philosophy, for in addition to
the various other recognizably Latitudinarian doctrines at work in the book, Burnet’s
anti-voluntarism played a key role in shaping his view of both ordinary and extraordinary
providence. The work also combines two distinct kinds of natural theology that were pro-
moted by Latitudinarians. Whether this qualifies him as ‘a Latitudinarian divine’ is
another question. Intellectually, there is little doubt that many aspects of Burnet’s
work were closely aligned with Latitudinarian thinking. Socially, on the other hand,
apart from his close relationship with Tillotson, he seems to have been outside the
Latitudinarians’ inner circle. This, however, was not so much because he did not share
their principles, but rather because he took these principles to conclusions that few
Latitudinarians were willing to entertain.
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