
Leibniz?

HS “Leibniz and the Scholastics”, FS , Philipp Blum, February and ,

When one compares the talents one has
with those of a Leibniz, one is tempted to
throw away one’s books and go die quietly

in the dark of some forgotten corner.
(Diderot, Oeuvres complètes, vol. , p. )

Leibniz did not write a opus magnum, nor is it easy to find orientation among his many writings. I suggest a
three-pronged approach: general reading (of the SEP entries, for example, and e.g. of the Ariew/Garber
selection); study of some secondary literature; verification and analysis of concrete questions in the primary
literature.

Leibniz?
In the general “Leibniz” entry of the SEP (Look ) we find:

It is probably most helpful, then, to see Leibniz’s philosophy as a reaction to two sets of mod-
ern opponents: on the one hand, Descartes and his followers; on the other hand, Hobbes and
Spinoza.
Leibniz’s critique of Descartes and his followers was focused principally on the Cartesian
account of body or corporeal substance. According to Descartes, the essence of body is exten-
sion; that is, a corporeal substance is simply a geometric object made concrete, an object that
has size and shape and is in motion. This view, indeed, is the cornerstone of the new mechan-
ical philosophy to which Leibniz was originally attracted. Nevertheless, Leibniz came to see
two distinct problems with this view. First, in claiming that the essence of body is extension,
Descartes is endorsing the view that matter is infinitely divisible. But if matter is infinitely
divisible, then one can never arrive at the simple unities that must exist at some ontological
ground level. Second, if matter is simply extension, then there is in its nature no source of
activity. If this is so, Leibniz thought, then the bodily objects of the world cannot count as
substances.
Hobbes and Spinoza, despite their own differences, advanced, or were read as advancing,
a number of objectionable and deeply troubling theses which Leibniz (and most of his con-
temporaries) saw as an enormous threat: materialism, atheism, and necessitarianism. It is
Leibniz’s response to Hobbesian and Spinozistic necessitarianism that is perhaps of greatest
interest, for he sought to develop an account of action and contingency that would preserve di-
vine and human freedom. As will be shown, central to Leibniz’s philosophy was the view that
God freely chose the best world from an infinite number of possible worlds and that a person
could be said to act freely when the contrary of that action does not imply a contradiction.

Look then then goes on to present Leibniz’s philosophy as involving six principles:



Principle of the Best : “Whence it follows that God, possessing supreme and infinite wisdom, acts in
the most perfect manner, not only metaphysically, but also morally speaking…” ( : )

Predicate-in-Subject Principle : “in every true affirmative proposition, whether necessary or contin-
gent, universal or particular, the notion of the predicate is in some way included in that of the subject.
Praedicatum inest subjecto; otherwise I do not know what truth is.” ( : , : )

Principle of Contradiction “a proposition cannot be true and false at the same time, and that therefore
A is A and cannot be not A.” ( : , : )

Principle of Sufficient Reason : Nihil est sine ratione.
Principle of the Identity of Indiscernibles : ‘῝it is not true that two substances can resemble each

other completely and differ only in number [solo numero].” ( : , AVI, iv, /AG ) (Leibniz
: )

Principle of Continuity : “Nothing takes place suddenly, and it is one of my great and best confirmed
maxims that nature never makes leaps.” ( : , :

These six make for an odd bunch: while some are rather clear or at least traditional (contradiction) or
rather well-known (identity of indiscernibles, sufficient reason), others are quite startling (continuity) or at
least not obviously plausible (principle of the best, predicate-in-subject).

Moreover, their interrelations are quite mysterious. A typical argument, as presented by Look ( ), might
go as follows:

It is also interesting to note that in his Primary Truths and Correspondence with Clarke, Leibniz
presents PII not as a bedrock axiom of his system but as a consequence of PC [the principle
of contradiction] and PSR [the principle of sufficient reason]. Briefly, one way to sketch the
argument is this:

. Suppose there were two indiscernible individuals, a and b, in our world, W .

. If this were the case, then there must also be a possible world,W ∗, in which a and b are
“switched.”

. But if this were the case, then God could have had no reason for choosing W over W ∗.

. But God must have a reason for acting as he does. (PSR)

. Therefore, our original supposition must be false. There are not two indiscernible indi-
viduals in our world. (PII)

Several points are worth making: PC does not play a role in the argument; the conclusion only establishes
the contingent, not the necessary truth of PII; the step from ( ) to ( ) relies on a strong principle of recom-
bination (and indirectly of world individuation): bare numerical differences distinguish possible worlds; ( )
extends this to the objects of God’s choice in creation: actualisations of merely numerically different worlds
constitute different acts of divine creation; ( ) applies the PSR to God’s acts of creation. Even though cer-
tainly questionable, the argument is interesting: we find very similar, indeed identical arguments, in many
contemporary discussions.

Here is another, slightly better, argument, from Forrest ( ):

Although the details of Leibniz’s metaphysics are debatable, the Principle [of the identity of
indiscernibles] would seem to follow from Leibniz’s thesis of the priority of possibility. (See
Leibniz’s remarks on possible Adams in his letter to Arnauld, in [Leibniz ( : )].) It
does not appear to require the Principle of Sufficient Reason [A], which Leibniz sometimes
bases it on. (See for example Section of Leibniz’s fifth paper in his correspondence with
Clarke ([Leibniz ( : )]). See also [Rodríguez Pereyra ( )].) [B] For Leibniz takes
God to have created by actualising substances which already exist as possibilia. [C] Hence
there could only be indiscernible actual substances if there were indiscernible ones which were



merely possible. [D] Hence if the Principle holds for merely possible substances it holds for
actual ones as well. There is, therefore, no point in speculating as to whether there might not
be a sufficient reason to actualise two of a possible substance, for God cannot do that since
both would have to be identical to the one possible substance. [E] The Principle restricted to
merely possible substances follows from Leibniz’s identification of substances with complete
concepts. [F] For two complete concepts must differ in some conceptual respect and so be
discernible.

In order to substantiate his claim (A), Forrest argues from (B), through (C), (D), (E) and (F), for PII – if the
argument goes through, and does not require PSR, and is plausibly attributed to Leibniz, (A) has gained
some plausibility: because the PII holds of concepts (F), and merely possible substances are concepts (E);
and (B) every actual substance exists (prior? also?) as a merely possible substance, the PII holds for actual
substances if it holds for merely possible ones (C, and its contraposition D). But it holds of merely possible
substances, hence it holds of actual ones.

It is difficult to assess such an argument independently of some wider context. It seems rather obvious,
however, that as an argument for (A) it has its weaknesses: does, for example, the conception of what God
does when he creates a substance (B) really not really on the PSR? Why should we think that substances
are concepts (E)? We will return to these, and related, topics in due course.

Substances
On a layered view of reality, not everything is fundamental or, at least, equally fundamental. A traditional
candidate for what is fundamental (or more fundamental than other things) are substances. Cover &
Hawthorne ( : –) list three requirements for a Leibnizian conception of substance:

a principle of individuation as internal individual things are modally independent existents, and re-
lations cannot individuate.

all unity is grounded in numerical unity being and one are convertible
universals exist only in the mind everything general is an abstraction

Substances and individual concepts

According to Leibniz, substances are characterised by having a so-called “complete individual concept”:

Since this is so, we can say that the nature of an individual substance or of a complete being is
to have a notion so complete that it is sufficient to contain and to allow us to deduce from it all
the predicates of the subject to which this notion is attributed. (§ of theDiscourse on Metaphysics,

: , : )

Such complete individual concepts not only individuate substances, but also grounds God’s omniscience:

God, seeing Alexander’s individual notion or haecceity, sees in it at the same time the basis and
reason for all the predicates which can be said truly of him. (§ of the Discourse on Metaphysics,

: – , : )

Suppose a is a substance. Then it has an individual concept A that is complete: all past, present and future
properties of a ‘contained’ (i.e. derivable from) A. What relations of metaphysical priority obtain between
a and A? Here, Leibniz’s answer is two-fold:

ontological A is prior to a in the sense that God creates a by ‘actualising’ A.



metaphysical a is prior to A in the sense that a grounds the unity of marks that together constitute A.

It is the second claim that distinguishes Leibniz’s metaphysics from conceptual idealism. Leibniz puts it in
terms of the question that something is required for the unity of a substance:

A substantial unity requires a thoroughly indivisible and naturally indestructible being, since
its notion includes everything that will happen to it, something which can be found neither
in shape nor in motion (both of which involve something imaginary, as I could demonstrate),
but which can be found in a soul or substantial form, on the model of what is called me. (letter
to Arnauld, : , : )
Something lacking extension is required for the substance of bodies, otherwise there would
be no source [principium] for the reality of phenomena or for true unity…But since atoms are
excluded [because they violate PII], what remains is something lacking extension, analogous
to the soul, which they once called form or species. (Primary Truths, : , : )

The requirement of unity is that a substance need to be a “unum per se”, not just a “unum per aggrega-
tionem”. Substances, therefore, are by definition simple, at least in the sense of not being ‘built up’ from
other substances.

The idea of a constructional ontology

The claim that substances are fundamental incurs (at least) two explanatory commitments:

• to explain what it is about substances that qualifies them for this role;
• to explain how substances play that role.

It is the second question that is nowadays discussed under the label of “grounding”. Leibniz phrases it as
the claim that all other things than substances are “well-funded phenomena” (phenomena bene fundata):

I hold that philosophy cannot be better reestablished and reduced to something precise, than
by recognizing only substances or complete beings endowed with a true unity, together with
the different states that succeed one another; everything else is only phenomena, abstractions,
or relations. (to Arnauld, : , : )
I don’t really eliminate body, but reduce [revoco] it to what it is. For I show that corporeal
mass [massa], which is thought to have something over and above simple substances, is not a
substance, but a phenomenon resulting from simple substances, which alone have unity and
absolute reality. ( : , : )

Dynamics

A defining feature of Leibniz’s account of fundamental reality is that it is essentially dynamic:

A Substance is a being capable of action. (Principles of Nature and Grace, : , : )
…the very substance of things consists in a force for acting and being acted upon…( : ,

: )

He often phrases this important feature of his world-view in opposition to the Cartesians, in particular as
a criticism of the Cartesian conception of matter as res extensa.

Such forces have to be internal to substances:

I think that it is obvious that primitive forces can be nothing but the internal strivings [tendentia]
of simple substances, strivings by means of which they pass from perception to perception in



accordance with a certain law of their nature, and at the same time harmonize with one
another, representing the same phenomena of the universe in different ways, something that
must necessarily arise from a common cause. (to De Volder, : , : )

Monads

Harmony

While locked together in an harmonious system ‘pre’-established by God, the mental and the physical are
separate systems, differing in the type of causality that organises them:

Souls act according to the laws of final causes, through appetitions, ends, and means. Bodies
act according to the laws of efficient causes or of motions. And these two kingdoms, that of
efficient causes and that of final causes, are in harmony with each. (Monadology, §§and

The two causal systems are not just separate, but both explanatorily complete:

In general, we must hold that everything in the world can be explained in two ways: through
the kingdom of power, that is, through efficient causes, and through the kingdom of wisdom,
that is, through final causes, through God, governing bodies for his glory, like an architect,
governing them as machines that follow the laws of size or mathematics, governing them,
indeed, for the use of souls, and through God governing for his glory souls capable of wisdom,
governing them as his fellow citizens, members with him of a certain society, governing them
like a prince, indeed like a father, through laws of goodness or moral laws. ( : , : )

While they are both complete, the mental side enjoys a metaphysical privilege:

…considering the matter carefully, we must say that there is nothing in things but simple
substances, and in them, perception and appetition. Moreover, matter and motion are not
substances or things as much as they are the phenomena of perceivers, the reality of which is
situated in the harmony of the perceivers with themselves (at different times) and with other
perceivers. (to de Volder, : , : )

Problem: if monads dominate each other, and this accounts for the structure we observe in the world,
does this not constitute a relation between them?

Answer: reduce dominance to a monadistically grounded structure of degrees of perfection: As Leibniz
tells Des Bosses, domination and subordination consists of degrees of perfection.

Hierarchies of structure, panorganicism

Even though substances are simple, they stand in complex relationships of constitution and ‘dominance’:

I distinguish: ( ) the primitive entelechy or soul; ( ) the matter, namely, the primary matter or
primitive passive power; ( ) the monad made up of these two things; ( ) the mass [massa] or
secondary matter, or the organic machine in which innumerable subordinate monads come
together; and ( ) the animal, that is, the corporeal substance, which the dominating monad
makes into one machine. (to de Volder, : , : )
Any mass contains innumerable monads, for although any one organic body in nature has its



corresponding [dominant] monad, it nevertheless contains in its parts other monads endowed
in the same way with organic bodies subservient to the primary one; and the whole of nature
is nothing else, for it is necessary that every aggregate result from simple substances as if from
elements. (to Bierling, : )

The ‘dominant’ form/entelechy is the Aristotelian ‘inner principle of change’, in animals their soul:

Thus we see that each living body has a dominant entelechy, which in the animal is the soul;
but the limbs of this living body are full of other living beings, plants, animals, each of which
also has its entelechy, or its dominant soul. ( : , : )

Extrapolating from the model of animate beings, forms/entelechies quite in general are considered prin-
ciples of ‘life’:

…all of nature is full of life…(Principles of Nature and Grace § , : , : )
…there are infinite degrees of life in the monads. (Principles of Nature and Grace § , : ,

: )

Perspectives

Causal harmony is not the only point of ‘contact’ between the physical and the mental world. Another one
is perception: perception is spatially perspectival and thus seems to require an embodied agent. Leibniz
denies this:

…while monads are not extended, they do have a situation insofar as they bear an ordered
relation to other bodies through the body in which they are present or through the body to
which they represent themselves as being attached. ( : , : )

Look ( ) puts this quite clearly: “…each mind-like simple substance represents itself as having a body
and a position relative to other bodies, but in doing so each simple substance offers a perspective on the
world for the divine mind.”

There is a one-to-one correspondance between points of views and monads:

Now, first of all, it is very evident that created substances depend upon God, who preserves
them and who even produces them continually by a kind of emanation, just as we produce
our thoughts. For God, so to speak, turns on all sides and in all ways the general system of
phenomena which he finds it good to produce in order to manifest his glory, and he views all
the faces of the world in all ways possible, since there is no relation that escapes his omniscience.
The result of each view of the universe, as seen from a certain position, is a substance which
expresses the universe in conformity with this view, should God see fit to render his thought
actual and to produce this substance. (Discourse on Metaphysics § , : – , : - )

To ground all possible relations (and to satisfy the PII for souls), such points of views are maximally com-
prehensive, even though we are not aware of that fact:

…at every moment there is in us an infinity of perceptions, unaccompanied by awareness
or reflection; that is, of alterations in the soul itself, of which we are unaware because these
impressions are either too minute and too numerous, or else too unvarying, so that they are
not sufficiently distinctive on their own. (Nouveaux Essais, Preface, : , : )



Such “petites perceptions” add up to what we perceive in a Gestalt-like way, as they do in the auditory
perception of the sound of a wave:

To hear this noise as we do, we must hear the parts which make up this whole, that is the noise
of each wave, although each of these little noises makes itself known only when combined
confusedly with all the others, and would not be noticed if the wave which made it were by
itself. ( : , : )
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