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Notes on Leibniz’ Principles
I  The Metaphysical Principles
There are basically two ways in which Leibniz expresses the Principle of Sufficient Reason (hereafter, PSR). He characterizes it as simply, "Nothing is without a reason,"
 or "Nothing is without a reason why it is thus and not otherwise."
  The first characterization is the more general one, referring both necessary and contingent truths, while the second is specifically about contingencies. It may be surprising that the PSR applies to both kinds of truths for Leibniz, but a little inspection should indicate that this is so.


First of all, there is one important qualification. While the principle applies to all contingent truths, it applies only to a limited class of necessary truths. First truths, or (what I will call) intuitive necessary truths, do not need reasons or proof since they can be seen as true at once‑‑ their opposites immediately involve contradictions. The paradigm example of this is 'A is A'. To think otherwise is contradictory. As Leibniz put it:
There are... simple ideas of which no definition can be given. There are the Axioms or Postulates or, in a word, primary principles [first truths] which cannot be proved and indeed have no need of proof. These are identical propositions whose opposites express contradictions.
  


The other kinds of necessary truths are those which we establish by the use of these axioms and definitions. I will call them demonstrative necessary truths. Unlike first truths, these are susceptible to and in need of proof, that is, reasons; but they are still necessary since to deny them entails a contradiction (after a finite number of analyses). On this Leibniz writes:
Reasons can be given for any truth (which is not immediate or identical); that is, the predicate always inheres in its subject concept, either explicitly or implicitly. This holds true equally in extrinsic and intrinsic denominations, in contingent and necessary truths.
 


This passage clearly indicates that the principle is intended to apply to both necessary and contingent truths (with the exception of first truths). One might further think on the basis of this that the PSR is Leibniz' most fundamental principle, especially if we overlook that important exception. Nicholas Rescher, for instance, has argued that the PSR is in fact Leibniz' most fundamental principle, branching off into the principles of Contradiction and Contingence.
  He construes the PSR as stating that every true proposition is analytic, where the analyticity is either finite or infinite. When the analyticity is finite there is an explicit identity, and the truth of the proposition is established by the Principle of Contradiction, which states that (a) that which implies a contradiction is (necessarily) false; and (b) that whose denial leads to a contradiction is (necessarily) true.  When the analyticity is infinite, there is a virtual identity, and the truth of the proposition is established by the Principle of Contingence, (or, Perfection), which states that what actually exists is a consequence of what will constitute the best of all possible worlds.


The first problem with Rescher's interpretation is that though the domains of application for the principles overlap, none of them exhaustively covers all truths. The Principle of Contradiction (hereafter, PC) applies to the two types of necessary truths; the PSR applies to (only) some necessary truths and all contingent truths; and the Principle of Contingence, as the name implies, applies to all (and only) contingent truths. Though the PSR covers more types of truths than the other principles, it clearly does not apply to all truths so it cannot be the most fundamental principle.


The second problem with Rescher's interpretation here is that Leibniz states a different principle as his most fundamental one. In a letter to Arnauld he writes:
[T]here must always be some foundation for the connection of terms of a proposition and this is found in their concepts." This is my fundamental principle, which I think all philosophers ought to agree to, and one of whose corollaries is that commonly accepted axiom: nothing happens without a reason which can be given why the thing turned out so rather than otherwise.
 

Here Leibniz tells us exactly what his most fundamental principle is. It seems to be equivalent to what Rescher equated with the PSR, namely, that all true propositions are analytic.
 But the two are clearly not equivalent; the PSR is subordinate to what I will call the "Analyticity Principle", as will be the principles of Contradiction and Contingence.


Aside from the conflation of the PSR with the Analyticity Principle, I think Rescher's interpretation is quite useful. The modes of determining the analyticity of a given proposition will be quite telling as far as human knowledge is concerned. We can recognize the finitely analytic propositions as such since we can always perform the finite analysis required. The infinitely analytic propositions, however, are a different matter. Although the predicate ultimately inheres in the subject concept, this can only be ascertained by an infinite mind since no finite being can perform an infinite analysis. So in the case of contingent propositions, human knowledge is quite limited. Rescher quotes Leibniz:
In contingent truths, however, though the predicate inheres in the subject, we can never demonstrate this, nor can the proposition ever be reduced to an equation or identity, but the analysis proceeds to infinity, only God being able to see, not the end of the analysis indeed, since there is no end, but the nexus of terms, or the inclusion of the predicate in the subject, since He sees everything which is in the series.


At this point something more needs to be said about the Principle of Contingence, alternatively named, the Principle of Perfection. As we have mentioned earlier, the Principle of Perfection (hereafter, PP) states that whatever exists or is the case is part of the best possible world. That is to say, God conceived of all of the possible worlds with all of their compossible events and creatures, and chose the one which is best. This PP is also called the Principle of Contingence since it is the contingencies which God chooses as best and not the necessities, for Leibniz believed that necessary truths are independent of God, not subject to his will in any way.

We are now in a position to get a reasonably full picture (see illustration below). There are three kinds of truths: intuitive necessary truths, demonstrably necessary truths, and contingent truths. All of them are analytic, either finitely or infinitely, and hold true a priori. The PC is applicable to both kinds of necessary truths, where the contradiction is found either explicitly or implicitly. The PSR is applicable to both demonstrative necessary truths and contingent truths, where the reason or reasons can be found either by us or by God. The PP can be used to show us that contingencies not only have a reason but a good reason why they are just so. 
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II Epistemology
Which truths can humans know? As a rationalist, Leibniz believed that the finite minds of human beings were capable of ascertaining all necessary truths with absolute certainty. Human beings can know both intuitive and demonstrative necessary truths since it only takes a finite number (zero, in the case of first truths) of steps to see that the denial of such a truth involves a contradiction.


Contingencies, on the other hand, present a problem. Since whether or not a contingent proposition is true ultimately depends on an infinite analysis (or rather, a comprehension of the infinite nexus of terms) it is not clear what we can know about such things (even though we do know that its truth or falsity depends on whether or not there is an identity at the end of the analysis). But it would seem that humans know something about contingencies, even for a rationalist such as Leibniz. A question emerges: are there certain kinds of contingencies which we can be certain (or at least relatively certain) about? As we shall see, since the cases of possible abuse involve a certainty claim in the realm of contingencies, if Leibniz is to be saved from the charges of abuse to the PSR, these kinds of contingencies must be found.


The above question can be reformulated as follows: Is there some sort relationship between necessary and contingent truths (or some subset of each) which enables us to get a more solid handle on contingencies? Are there "mixed" truths, truths with elements of both necessity and contingency? This is an important question for any scientist of nature since we need to know whether we can accept any universal propositions about the physical universe as anything more than probabilistic knowledge. A passage in Leibniz' essay "Necessary and Contingent Truths" gives at least a partial answer. Since the passage is somewhat long, I will break it up and comment in between:
[E]ven though someone were able to know the whole series of the universe, he still could not state the reason of it, except by having undertaken the comparison of it with all other possible universes. From this it is clear that a demonstration of no contingent proposition can be found, however far the resolution of the concepts is continued. It must not be thought, however, that only singular propositions are contingent, for there are (and can be inferred by induction) some propositions true for the most part; and there also propositions almost always at least naturally so that exception is ascribed to a miracle.

Here Leibniz informs us that contingencies include both singular and (nearly) universal propositions. And further:
I think there are certain propositions most universally true in this series of things, and certainly never to be violated by God, but when he himself chose this series of things, by that very fact he decided to observe them (as the specific properties of this very series chosen). 

Here he asserts that there are certain laws of nature so fundamental that even God would not tamper with them (although he could under the restraints of goodness). This brings a glimmer of hope for anyone hoping for certainty in the natural sciences. He continues:
And through these propositions set up once and for all by the force of divine decree, it is possible to state the reason for other universal propositions and also for many contingent propositions which can be observed in this universe. For from the first essential laws of the series, true without exception, which contain the whole aim of God in choosing the universe, and even include miracles as well, subaltern laws of nature can be derived, which have only physical necessity, and which are not modified except by miracle, by reason of some intuition of some more powerful final cause. And from these are finally inferred others the universality of which is still less; and God can also reveal to creatures this kind of demonstration of intermediate universals from one another, a part of which makes up physical science.

There is a continuum from the most fundamental of the laws of nature, which are entirely regular, all the way down to the observable phenomena. The question is, however, are we capable (or rather, is human knowledge capable) of traversing this continuum? That is, can we get on at either end and work our way to the other side?
But one could never by any analysis come to the most universal laws nor the perfect reasons for individual things; for this knowledge is necessarily appropriate only to God.

It appears the answer is no. As finite beings, we cannot come to the end of the analysis. But why, we may ask, can we not know the most fundamental laws of nature? Why is it that their guaranteed regularity will not enable us to capture their essence? Leibniz next comments on their essentiality:
[It] should [not] disturb anyone that I have said there are certain laws essential to this series of things, since we have nevertheless said above that these very laws are not necessary and essential but contingent and existential. For since the fact that the series itself exists is contingent, and depends on a free decree of God, its laws too, considered absolutely will be contingent; hypothetically, however, if the series is supposed, they are necessary and so far essential.

So even the most fundamental laws of nature are contingent and hence by the very nature of contingency, they can be grasped only by an infinite mind. There is a clean (epistemological) break between necessity and contingency. A proposition is necessarily true if and only if its veracity is ultimately derived from first truths (the axioms of logic). Anything else can only be a contingency.


Where does this leave finite beings? Well, there is still hypothetical necessity. For instance, we can know that pending some miracle, an object which is dropped will fall to the ground.
  We may even postulate some ultimate laws of physics; but since the necessity involved in the natural world is only hypothetical, and cannot be proved by a reductio ad absurdum, we can never be apodictically certain of them. As it is, the most particular events cannot be explained (in an ultimate sense) and the most general rules cannot be known (except as probable). So even though physical reality is, as it were, out there, we cannot quite reach it. We cannot infallibly predict events, nor can we prove any principle of nature. Our minds are in principle not capable of completely grasping physical realities.
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