Dr. Ari Santas’ Intro Notes for

Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716)

A. Biography 

· Born in Leipzig, the son of a lawyer and professor of moral philosophy at the University of Leipzig

· His father died when he was only six, leaving him to do as he pleased

· He proceeded to teach himself Latin so he could read all his father’s books

· The topics ranged from the classics of Greek and Roman philosophy to the canons of Christian Theology and Metaphysics, to the pioneers in the new science

· By the age of thirteen he, like Descartes, had a fascination with logic and mathematics

· At seventeen he completed his baccalaureate thesis; at 20 he finished his Doctorate in Jurisprudence

· He was offered a professorship, but declined preferring a life of public service: legal advising, diplomacy, etc.

· Meanwhile, his interest in logic, math, physics, and metaphysics occupied every spare moment

· He was so intent on not wasting a minute that he invented a desk in which he could perform all his duties and bodily functions without getting up!

· He wrote few books in his lifetime: Theodicy, Discourse on Metaphysics, and New Essays Concerning Human Understanding

· But he wrote extensively on every subject in the form of essays and letters (he corresponded with over a thousand persons)

· Many of these various miscellaneous writings have been collected and edited in published volumes

· Late in life, Leibniz got involved in the infamous controversy over who invented Calculus

· He had corresponded with Clarke, an associate of Newton’s, and was accused of stealing N’s ideas when he published his own findings
· As a consequence, his last days were idle and lonely

· At his funeral, there were fewer attending than at the funeral of Spinoza – a decided outcast

B. Unified Science

· Like Descartes, Leibniz envisioned an absolute foundation for the sciences

· Like Spinoza, and unlike Descartes, he believed that reason was self-justifying and could find us the unity in all knowledge

· Descartes had denied the possibility of an ideal language (lingua characterica) capable of mirroring reality

· Remember that D believed that mathematics, the language of nature, was founded in Metaphysics, which is grounded in a knowledge of God

· For him, the ideal language (math) could not be completed until Metaphysics – first philosophy – was complete

· Leibniz, however, believed that though the ideal logical language may not be completeable prior to the completion of metaphysics, it may nonetheless be begun
· There is no reason not to develop them simultaneously

· L’s life is testimony to the possibility that he saw

· The Calculus, as developed by Leibniz, is at the same time a logical description of natural phenomena and a metaphysical viewpoint

· Hence, in Leibniz we find an intimate connection between Logic, Mathematics and Metaphysics

· When we look specifically at the guiding principles of his philosophical system, we find that they have logical and metaphysical uses and meanings

C.  The Guiding Principles

· The Analyticity Principle (AP) is Leibniz’s main logico-metaphysical principle; it states:  “The truth of all propositions lies in the inherence of predicate in the subject concept”

· That is, all propositions can be expressed as a subject modified by a predicate

· When a predicate is already included in the subject, the truth of the proposition is analytic;

· Leibniz said this is true of all true propositions, though it’s not always apparent to us

· The Principle of Contradiction/Identity (PC) applies to those propositions whose truth can be determined by a finite analysis; it states:  “What implies contradiction is false; what follows from identity by finite analysis is true”

· A finite analysis is one that is either immediately given, as in intuitive truths, or demonstrated in a definite number of steps

· Though strictly speaking everything true follows from an identity, epistemologically speaking, only those finitely determinable as such are proved so by this principle

· A consequence is that the distinction between necessary and contingent truths is not an ontological one, but rather an epistemological one
· The Principle of Sufficient Reason (PSR) applies to all but intuitively certain truths; it states:  “Everything has a (good) reason for being the way it is (an not otherwise)”

· Basically, if something is true, we’ll either be able to see its truth immediately (PC applies) or there can be a reason found for its truth (PSR applies)

· Not only is there a reason, but it’s a good one, inasmuch as God is the author of all events and things (more on this later)

· The Principle of Perfection/Contingence applies to only those truths which cannot be intuited or demonstrated as such; it states:  “What actually exists is a consequence of the best of all possible worlds”

· Thought the truth of these is necessary, to us they appear contingent (but not to God!)

D. Monadism

· Like so many before him, Leibniz was pre-occupied with making sense of unity and plurality

· How could we make sense of the one and the many?

· Spinoza had solved the problem by positing an absolute unity (God) who attributes and modes accounted for differing aspects and manifestations of nature.

· Leibniz believed in individual substances – monads – to which all particular things could be reduced

· Based on the principles outlined above, Leibniz characterized the nature of these monads:

· Monads are individual non-material substances, akin to Aristotle’s substantial forms

· Each of them is an organizing force (entelechy) in things, rendering everything in some sense living

· In the Calculus, the infinitesimal vector force (represented by a derivative) in a curve is the analogue to a monad
· Like Spinoza’s Substance, monads are indivisible (hence he denies atomism)

· What reason could there be for ending the division in one place as opposed to another?  (the PSR in action)

· Each of them expresses the totality of nature, past, present, and future from its own (limited) point of view (L’s perspectivism)

· Though they appear to interact with and cause events, in reality they do neither:

· They are windowless, i.e., whatever changes they undergo are a function of an internal preset nature, not of external causation

· Together, they compose the unity of nature

· They are the fulgurations (or outflashings) of God, the king Monad, each of them a part of the dynamic whole

· God (King Monad) pre-arranged the activity of each monad and coordinated them in the best possible way.

E.  The Pre-Established Harmony

· The “pre-arrangement” of monads into a dynamic whole is what Leibniz referred to as the Pre-established harmony
· It was to solve the problem of causality while at the same time confronting the problem of evil

· Like the Occasionalists, Leibniz explained the interaction of things as apparent interaction:

· God is the author of all events in the universe

· Unlike the Occasionalists, he proposed that God planned all the apparent interactions from the beginning, and not that he intervenes at every moment

· Meanwhile, L explained that all evil is also an illusion, that it could not be that God created a world where things did not turn out for the best – in the big picture of things

· It happened thus:

· At the time of creation, God considered all the possible events and all the possible worlds (=collections of compossible events) and chose the one that was the best possible

· That he chose this one follows from the nature of God (cf Descartes)

· Each monad, accordingly, was created with a complete nature which is unalterable and perfectly coordinated with all the others

· It’s therefore impossible that any real evil exist in the world

· It only appears so inasmuch as our perspective is limited to our particular point of view

· As Voltaire eloquently showed in Candide and Hume echoes, that’s small consolation to those of us in the midst of suffering!

