1

“A KIND OF FANTASTIC FAIRY TALE” IS THIS ALL LEIBNIZ TELLS US?
It was was Russell who spoke thus of Leibniz, a philosopher he came in due course to admire considerably. This hand-out will give you some idea of the tone of Leibniz’s thought and its content. But take warning if you are of an atheistic disposition or do not have a pro-attitude to God. For God constitutes an important element in Leibniz’s system and. so far as one can tell, his claims about God’s nature and existence represent his true beliefs.

Leibniz’s genius manifests itself not in the likelihood that his system may have “solved the problems of philosophy” but in the way that it illuminates, albeit sometimes in archaic language, so many of the problems that still concern us.

What follows below will give some indication of the foundation of Leibniz’s metaphysics as set out in (mainly) section 14 of his Discourse on Metaphysics of 1686.

• All contingent propositions have reasons for being thus rather than otherwise.
• In all true propositions the connection benveen subject and predicate flows from the nature of each.
• All necessary truths are based on the logical Principle of Contradiction and have no relation to the free will of God or creatures.

• God produces phenomena to manifest his glory. They are the best of all. possible phenomena for he is both omniscient, omnipotent and of good will
• God regards all aspects of the universe in all possible ways.
• The result of each view He has of the universe is an individual substance.
• “And as God’s view is always a true one, our perceptions are true also; it is our judgements which come from us and deceive us” (Discourse on Metaphysics 1686 §14).
• Each substance is independent of every other thing but God.
• What happens to each substance is an unfolding of the nature of each substance and not the result of their causal interaction.
• Substances express a single universe but differ as to how they do it.
• They do their job by means of perception (i.e. through a multitude of perspectival takes they express a single universe) and appetition (i.e. by tracking God’s will they strive towards perfection)

• God’s creation is such that its overall order conforms with the way we view it.
• So we can regard the contents of our minds as constituting true phenomena without troubling ourselves as to whether such phenomena exist outside us or whether others are conscious of them either. It is the fact what is particular to one individual is public to all that is important.
• “Really, nothing can happen to us but thoughts and perceptions’” (ibid)
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Leibniz gives various accounts of the relationship between substance and body. His abiding problem is how he is going to perform the trick of pulling extended material body out of the unextended immaterial hat of substance.
1. Bodies gain their status as true phenomena from the reality-conferring unity of
substances of which bodies are aggregations.
“For every entity by aggregation presupposes entities endowed with a true unity, for it only takes its reality from the reality of those of which it is composed, so that it will not have any at all, if each entity of which it is composed is itself an entity by aggregation; or else it is necessary to look further for a different foundation of its reality, which, if it is at every stage necessary to go further in looking for it, can never be found.....To put it shortly, I maintain as axiomatic this identical proposition, whose differentiation can only be marked by the accentuation - namely, that that which is not truly one entity is not truly one entity either.” (Letter to Arnauld 30/04/1686 tr. Parkinson)
2. Body is also the consequence of not only the unity of substance but of the harmonious strivings of substance also.
“I don’t really eliminate body, but reduce it to what it is. For I show that corporeal mass, 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. I relegate derivative forces to the phenomena, but 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 [i.e.their appetition], and at the same time harmonise with one another, representing the same phenomena in different ways, something that must necessarily arise from a common cause.” (Letter to de Voider 1704/1705 tr. Ariew & Garber)
3. As time goes on Leibniz is less and less prepared to relegate body to a mere by​product of substantial unity. Mind-like substance becomes more and more identified with the minds and souls of organic creatures. But minds and souls need content which requires something ‘out there’ for such content to be about. Yet talk about an external world comes close to talk about body. So it is no surprise to hear him now say:
“..each simple substance or distinct monad, which forms the centre of a compound substance (e.g. of an animal) and the principle of its oneness, is surrounded by a mass composed of an infinity of other monads which constitute the body belonging to this central monad; corresponding to the affections of its body, it represents, as in a kind of centre, the things which are outside of it. And this body is organic..”  (Principles of Nature and of Grace 1714 §3 tr. Parkinson)
