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Leibniz’s Necessitarianism

Mike Griffin

Necessitarianism is the position that everything actual is necessary.  Many of Leibniz’s views seem to lead to necessitarianism, for instance, his theory that the predicate-concept is contained in the subject-concept of all true propositions (i.e., that all true propositions are analytic), or his theory that the concept of an individual substance contains “once and for all everything that will ever happen” to it, so that no individual substance exists in more than one possible world (implying that an individual has all its properties essentially).  These views, however, do not lead to the strongest form of necessitarianism.  Even if the proposition ‘Caesar crosses the Rubicon’ is analytic, or even if the property of crossing the Rubicon is contained in Caesar’s concept, it might be supposed that Caesar’s existence is contingent.  There may be other worlds, possible worlds, in which Caesar does not exist.  Here I will discuss the necessitarian implications of Leibniz’s theological doctrines.  These doctrines do seem to lead to the strongest form of necessitarianism.  If God must choose the best, then it appears that the actual world exists necessarily, as it follows necessarily from the existence of a necessary being.  If this is so, then it seems that other worlds are not so much as possible, in any real sense.  I will examine Leibniz’s arguments that his theological doctrines do not lead to necessitarianism.  Along the way I will compare Leibniz’s position to Spinoza’s, the benchmark for necessitarianism.  I will argue that Leibniz is much closer to Spinoza than he would have us think.  I will conclude that the main difference between Leibniz and Spinoza is that Leibniz believes that God’s wisdom and goodness play an important role in the explanation of the (necessary) existence of the actual world.  For Spinoza, such an explanation is anthropocentric and illegitimate.  This is already a substantial difference between the two philosophers.  I will close by discussing the fit between Leibniz’s conception of possible worlds and the necessitarianism implied by his theological doctrines.

1.

In a famous, early letter (from May 1671) to Magnus Wedderkopf, Leibniz appears to embrace necessitarianism as a consequence of his doctrine that God necessarily acts in the best possible way:

Since God is the most perfect mind, however, it is impossible for him not to be affected by the most perfect harmony, and thus to be necessitated to do the best by the very ideality of things. ... Hence it follows that whatever has happened, is happening, or will happen is best and therefore necessary, but as I have said, with a necessity which takes nothing away from freedom because it takes nothing away from the will and the use of reason (A II, i, 117-18/L 146-147, my emphasis).

This, however, does not seem to be a position he held for very long.  In an important work entitled The Philosopher’s Confession (The Confession, hereafter), written in 1672 or 1673 and revised in 1678 or 1679, Leibniz discusses, and rejects, the reasoning that establishes necessitarianism as a consequence of his theological commitments.  The Confession is written as a dialogue.  Leibniz’s opponent asks him to respond to the following argument:

The existence of God is necessary; the sins included in the series of things follow from this; whatever follows from something necessary is itself necessary.  Therefore, sins are necessary (A VI, iii, 127, my emphasis).

Leibniz never wavers in his belief that the existence of God is necessary.  In the Wedderkopf letter, Leibniz concedes that “the sins in the series of things,” along with everything else, “follow from” God’s existence, his perfection, and the ideas he has of the relative goodness of possible substances or possible worlds.  There is no text from the period surrounding the Confession, so far as I know, where Leibniz denies this.  The necessitarian conclusion is achieved by appealing to the plausible modal principle that necessity is closed under entailment:  If it’s necessary that p implies q, and p is necessary, then q is necessary as well.  If we interpret “follows from” in the passage as expressing necessary implication (entailment), then the sins included in the series of things, along with everything else, are necessary in the same sense that God’s existence is necessary.  


Leibniz’s answer is to reject the plausible modal principle used to derive a necessitarian consequence from his theological doctrines.  In the first draft of the Confession, he simply denies that necessity is closed under entailment:

I reply that it is false that whatever follows from what is necessary is necessary.  From truths, to be sure, nothing follows that is not true. Yet  why may something contingent not follow from something necessary through itself? (A VI, iii, 127).

However, in a paper from 1675, written between the drafts of the Confession, Leibniz states: “Whatever is incompatible with what is necessary is impossible” (A VI, iii, 464/Pk 7).  If  ‘p is incompatible with q’ means that the conjunction of p and q is impossible, then the principle here stated:

[~ M(A & B) & LA]  ~ MB
is equivalent to the modal axiom

L(A  B)  (LA  LB).

In later writings, Leibniz takes a subtler approach to denying that necessity is closed under entailment.  His anti-necessitarian argument has three parts: (1) to identify the sense in which the term ‘necessary’ is to be used in these contexts, which Leibniz qualifies by the phrases “in itself [in se],” “in its own nature [in sua natura],” or “through itself [per se],” (2) to say that all we’re worried about when we’re worried about necessitarianism is whether the actual world is per se necessary, and (3) to argue (correctly) that per se necessity is not closed under entailment.

The following passage, from “On Freedom and Possibility”(1680-1684?), contains Leibniz’s clearest statement of the anti-necessitarian argument, presented in the form of a dialogue:

L:  God produces the best not by necessity but because he wills it.

M:  Does God will by necessity, or does he will freely, that is, because of his nature or because of his will?

L:  We must say that God wills the best through his nature.

M:  Therefore, he wills by necessity.

L:  I say, with St. Augustine, that such necessity is blessed.

M:  But it surely follows from this that things exist of necessity.

L:  How so?  Does the non-existence of what God wills to exist imply a contradiction?  I deny that this proposition is absolutely true, for otherwise that which God does not will would not be possible.  For things remain possible, even if God does not choose them.  Indeed, even if God does not will something to exist, it is possible for it to exist, since, by its nature, it could exist if God were to will it to exist.  

M:  But God cannot will it to exist.

L:  I concede this, yet, such a thing remains possible in its nature, even if it is not possible with respect to the divine will, since we have defined as possible in its nature anything that, in itself, implies no contradiction, even though its coexistence with God can in some way be said to imply a contradiction.  But it will be necessary to use unequivocal meanings for words in order to avoid every kind of absurd locution  (A VI, iv, 1447 = Grua 289/AG 20-1, my emphasis).

In this passage, Leibniz concedes that God wills the best by a necessity of his nature.  He argues, however, that this does not imply that the things willed by God exist necessarily, where necessity is understood as per se necessity.  Leibniz’s anti-necessitarian argument seems to go like this. Associated with an individual substance, X, is a concept that includes all and only X’s primitive, intrinsic (non-relational) predicates.  Call this the ‘strict concept’ of X.  A substance is per se possible just in case the strict concept of that substance is consistent, that is it contains no contradictory predicates.
  A collection of per se possible substances is compossible just in case it’s possible for all the members of the collection to coexist.
  A maximal, compossible collection of per se possible substances constitutes a possible world. One crucial restriction: God is not a member of any possible world so conceived.  The strict concept of a world is built up out of the strict concepts of its member substances.  If those concepts are consistent, then that world’s strict concept is consistent, hence that world is per se possible.  Now, no two possible worlds, W and W*, are compossible, on this view: If W and W* were compossible, then one or both would be a sub-collection of some maximal, compossible collection of per se possible substances, contrary to the assumption that W and W* are themselves maximal.  Hence, any two possible worlds, W and W*, may be regarded as, in a sense, “contraries.”  If there is a plurality of per se possible worlds, then no world, not even the actual world, is per se necessary, since, as Leibniz says in DM 13, “nothing is necessary whose contrary is possible” (AG 46).


Leibniz then argues that the existence and perfection of God, which themselves are per se necessary, does not entail the per se necessity of the world God has created, even when it is conceded that “God wills the best through his nature.”  This is because God’s creation of the best of all possible worlds, even if it is necessitated, does not introduce any internal inconsistency into the strict concepts of non-actual possible worlds. Hence, a non-actual possible world remains per se possible.  And, hence, the actual world is not per se necessary, since it’s “contrary” is per se possible.  Leibniz thus denies that the modal axiom

L(A  B)  (LA  LB)

is not valid if the necessity operator ‘L’ is interpreted throughout as meaning ‘per se necessary’.


Should this argument comfort those worried about the necessitarian implications of Leibniz’s theological commitments?  That is, is Leibniz right that all we’re worried about when we’re worried about necessitarianism is whether the actual world is per se necessary?  It seems not.  When Leibniz’s imaginary interlocutor in the passage from “On Freedom and Possibility” argues that “things exist of necessity” if God wills the best through his nature, he does not seem to be claiming that non-actual possibles are thereby rendered internally inconsistent.  Rather he means that they don’t represent real possibilities, in some intuitive sense.  What he is worried about is the very thing that Leibniz concedes at the end of the dialogue, that the “coexistence” of any non-actual possible “with God can in some way be said to imply a contradiction.”  That worry is exactly what Leibniz’s argument does not address.


Leibniz appears to recognize this broader sense of necessity in a paper from 1675 (part of which has already been quoted):

Impossibility is a two-fold concept: that which does not have an essence, and that which does not have existence, i.e., that which neither was nor is nor will be, because it is incompatible with God. ...  Whatever is incompatible with what is necessary is impossible (A VI, iii, 463-64/Pk 7, last emphasis mine).

And in a passage added in the margin of the Confession, and subsequently struck out, he says:

The impossible is that whose essence is incompatible with itself.  The incongruous or rejected (such as what was not, is not, nor will be) is that whose essence is incompatible with existence, that is, with the Existent thing, i.e., the first of existent things, i.e., that which exists through itself, i.e., God (A VI, iii, 128, my emphasis).

Finally, in a paper from 1679, he writes, “What is actual is in some way necessary” (Grua 536 (1679), my emphasis).   Thus, Leibniz appears to recognize a sense in which the existence of non-actual possibles is, after all, impossible.  We can call this impossibility ‘metaphysical impossibility’ and define the relevant notions as follows:

p is metaphysically necessary iff either (1) not-p implies a (conceptual) contradiction, or (2) the conjunction of not-p and (the conjunction of) some metaphysically necessary proposition(s) implies a contradiction.

p is metaphysically possible iff it’s not the case that not-p is metaphysically necessary.

p is metaphysically contingent iff (1) p is metaphysically possible, and (2) p is not metaphysically necessary.

The phrase “conceptual contradiction” covers what Leibniz is trying to get hold of when he says that the coexistence of non-actual possibles with God “can in some way be said to imply a contradiction.”  It differs from a more technical notion we find in some of Leibniz’s writings according to which p implies a contradiction only if p can be reduced to a formal contradiction through a formal analysis of p.
  It’s easy to see that metaphysical necessity is closed under entailment, i.e., if p is metaphysically necessary, and it’s metaphysically necessary that p implies q, then q is metaphysically necessary.  If p is metaphysically necessary, then either not-p implies a contradiction, or the conjunction of not-p with (the conjunction of) some metaphysically necessary proposition(s) implies a contradiction.  If it’s metaphysically necessary that p implies q, then not-q implies not-p, that is, not-q, or the conjunction of not-q and (the conjunction of) some metaphysically necessary proposition(s), implies a contradiction.  Therefore, q is metaphysically necessary.  Therefore, if the existence of the actual world follows necessarily from the existence and nature of a per se necessary being, then the actual world exists as a matter of metaphysical necessity.

2.


In order to evaluate Leibniz’s commitment to necessitarianism it may help to compare his views with Spinoza’s.  In particular, it may help to look at Leibniz’s position in light of a recent debate in the literature on Spinoza’s necessitarianism.  Since there are scholars who deny that Spinoza was a necessitarian, I offer the following as a sample of the evidence for the claim that the necessitarian reading of Spinoza is a reasonable one:

1. I want to explain briefly in what way I maintain the fatal necessity of all things and actions.  For I do not subject God to fate in any way, but I do conceive that all things follow with inevitable necessity from God’s nature, in the same way that it follows from God’s nature that he understands himself (Letter 75, Geb IV, 311-312, my emphasis).

2. Things could have been produced by God in no other way, and in no other order than they have been produced (Ethics, 1p33).

3. … if things could have been of another nature, or could have been determined to produce an effect in another way, so that the order of Nature was different, then God’s nature could also have been other than it is now ... which is absurd (Ethics, 1p33d).

4. But I think I have shown clearly enough (see p16) that from God's supreme power, or infinite nature, infinitely many things in infinitely many modes, i.e., all things, have necessarily flowed, or always follow, by the same necessity and in the same way as from the nature of a triangle it follows, from eternity and to eternity, that its three angles are equal to two right angles (Ethics, 1p17s, my emphasis).

5. Whatever we can conceive to be in God’s power, necessarily exists (Ethics, 1p35).

See also, Ethics 1p16, 1p29 and 1p33s1.  In support of the anti-necessitarian reading of Spinoza we have the following, rather more slender, body of evidence:

6. … the essence of the things produced by God does not involve existence (1p24).

7. The essence of man does not involve necessary existence, i.e., from the order of nature it can happen equally that this or that man does exist, or that he does not exist (2a1).

8. I call singular things contingent insofar as we find nothing, while we attend only to their essence, which necessarily posits their existence or which necessarily excludes it (4d3, my emphasis).

Thus, Spinoza, like Leibniz, recognizes that the created world – that is, the series of finite modes – is not per se necessary, because the essence of finite modes does not involve (necessary) existence.  In his reading notes on the Ethics from 1678, which cover only Part I, Leibniz maintains that on the basis of passages like 6, Spinoza is inconsistent in his commitment to necessitarianism: 

It follows from this proposition, contrary to Spinoza himself, that not all things are necessary.  For if the essence of a thing does not involve existence, it is not necessary (L 205 n.9).

And in commenting on 1p29 (“There is nothing contingent in the nature of things, but everything is determined by the necessity of the divine nature to exist and produce an effect in a certain way”), Leibniz’s echoes passage 8:

I use the term ‘contingent’, as do others, for that whose essence does not involve existence (L 203).

So if necessity is understood as per se necessity, and contingency as per se contingency, then Spinoza is no more a necessitarian than Leibniz.  So is Spinoza inconsistent in his commitment to necessitarianism?  Or is he, in spite of the posture adopted in passages 1-5 not a necessitarian at all?  I think the answer to both of these questions is no.  To understand why, we need to look briefly at a debate about the nature of Spinoza’s necessitarianism between Edwin Curley and Don Garrett.  The central text in this debate is the following from the first scholium to 1p33:

A thing is called necessary either by reason of its essence or by reason of its cause. For a thing’s existence follows necessarily either from its essence and definition or from a given efficient cause. And a thing is also called impossible from these same causes – viz. either because its essence, or definition, involves a contradiction, or because there is no external cause which has been determined to produce such a thing (1p33s1).

Here Spinoza echoes Leibniz’s distinction regarding the two-fold conception of impossibility, from the 1675 paper.  On Curley’s interpretation of this passage Spinoza is distinguishing between metaphysical necessity, which is the necessity attached to the existence of God and, perhaps, the eternal truths, including the laws of nature, and causal necessity, which attaches to finite modes, whose existence and activity is determined by the series of causes stretching infinitely backwards in time.  According to Curley, although the existence and activity of each finite mode is necessitated by the preceding causes together with the causal laws, the series of finite modes itself does not exist necessarily.  So while the Spinoza’s view is deterministic, it’s not necessitarian.  (Though, as Curley points out, Spinoza differs from most contemporary determinists in holding that the laws of nature are metaphysically necessary).  Curley even maintains that Spinoza is entitled to claim, though he never actually does so, that there are other possible worlds, understood as other infinite series of finite modes operating under the same (metaphysically necessary) laws of natures.

Garrett has argued persuasively against this reading of Spinoza.  I cannot rehearse his arguments here, but the important point he makes, I think, is that Spinoza should not be read as distinguishing between two different kinds of necessity, or two different degrees of necessity, but between two different ways a thing can be necessary.  It can either be necessary by reason of essence, or necessary by reason of its cause.  But a thing that is necessary in the latter way is no less necessary than a thing that is necessary in the former way.  As Spinoza says in passage 5, if things were different, then God’s nature would be different, which would be a contradiction.  This rather strongly implies that Spinoza believes that only the series of finite modes which actually exists is consistent with the existence of God.  This, however, does not mean that non-actual modes (or even non-actual substances) are themselves self-contradictory or internally inconsistent.


I believe that Garrett is correct in his reading and that Spinoza’s necessitarianism consists in the claim that whatever is actual is either per se necessary, i.e., necessary by reason of its essence, or else metaphysically necessitated by the existence of a per se necessary being.  And I believe that the right way to understand Leibniz’s necessitarianism is along the lines Garrett proposes for understanding Spinoza’s necessitarianism.  Per se necessity and broader metaphysical necessity are not different kinds of necessity, or different degrees of necessity, they are different ways that something can be necessary.  If this is so, is Leibniz’s view a form of Spinozism?  And, why is Leibniz so anxious to distinguish himself from Spinoza?

3.

In a note written shortly after he visited Spinoza in The Hague, Leibniz says:

If all possibles were to exist, no reason for existing would be needed, and possibility alone would suffice.  Therefore there would be no God except insofar as he is possible.  But a God of the kind in whom the pious believe would not be possible, if the opinion of those who believe that all possibles exist were true (A VI, iii, 582/Pk 105 (December 1676)).

Here Leibniz is saying that if a thing’s possibility were sufficient for its existence, which is equivalent to saying that it is per se necessary, then no further explanation for its existence would be required.  In particular, no explanation that appeals to the wisdom and goodness of a God of the sort in whom the pious believe would be required.  So, Leibniz does see a genuine danger in the sort of necessitarianism that holds that everything actual is per se necessary.  So, there is an important point to Leibniz’s anti-necessitarian argument: If the created world is not per se necessary, then some explanation for it’s existence must be sought.  That explanation, Leibniz believes lies in the wisdom and goodness of the world’s creator.

The essential role that God’s wisdom and goodness play for Leibniz in explaining the existence of the actual world that constitutes the most important difference between his position and Spinoza’s.  In the only philosophical book Leibniz published, the Theodicy (1710), Leibniz makes this point clear:

Spinoza ... appears to have explicitly taught a blind necessity, having denied to the author of things understanding and will, and imagining that good and perfection relate only to us and not to him.  It is true that Spinoza’s opinion on this subject is somewhat obscure. ... Nevertheless, as far as one can understand him, he acknowledges no goodness in God, properly speaking, and he teaches that all things exist by a necessity of the Divine nature, without God making any choice.  We will not amuse ourselves here refuting an opinion so bad, and indeed so inexplicable.  Ours is founded on the nature of the possibles – that is to say, of things that do not imply a contradiction (T 173, my emphasis).

By contrast, Leibniz’s necessitarianism is grounded in the choice of a good and wise God to create the best of all possible worlds.  But if God’s creation of the best of all possible worlds is necessitated by his nature, in what sense is it a choice?  There are writings in which Leibniz claims that “to always do what is most perfect” is God’s primary free decree (See, DM 13/AG 46, cf. Grua 305/AG 29).  Moreover, Leibniz says in his “Comments on Spinoza’s Philosophy,” from about 1707, “God could either have not created or created the world otherwise; but this was something he did not do” (AG 277).  These considerations seem to undercut my argument that Leibniz is committed to necessitarianism by his theological doctrines.

However, we may note that Leibniz says, in the Theodicy, “to be bound by consideration of good, is to be free” (T 235).  Elsewhere, Leibniz claims that God’s free decree to always do what is best is a consequence of his nature (C 405).  So Leibniz seems to hold both (1) God (as an absolutely perfect being) necessarily does what is best, and (2) God freely decrees  to do what is best.  Leibniz’s considered position on this issue is, I think, best expressed in his reaction to Definition 7 of Part I of the Ethics: “A being is free which exists and is determined to action by the necessity of its own nature.”  Leibniz’s comment: “I approve of [this definition]” (L 197).  And his comment on Spinoza from 1707 should be read in light of his reaction to 1p33:

“Things could not have been produced by God in any other way than they have been produced, for they follow from the immutable nature of God.”  This proposition may be true or false, depending on how it is explained.  On the hypothesis that the divine will chooses the best, or works in the most perfect way, certainly nothing but these things could have been produced; but, according to the very nature of the things considered in itself, things could have been produced otherwise (L 204, my emphasis).

4.

It seems odd to attribute to Leibniz both necessitarianism and the view that there’s a plurality of possible worlds.  The existence of a plurality of possible worlds appears to be inconsistent with necessitarianism, since necessitarianism is often taken to be equivalent to the doctrine that the actual world is the only possible world.  The first thing to note is that Leibniz’s conception of possible worlds is narrower than the contemporary conception.  As noted above, God is not in any possible world, on Leibniz’s view.  Were worlds to include God, then there would only be one possible world, since, according to Leibniz, the actual world is the only maximal collection of substances compossible with God.  The other thing to note is that, for Leibniz, possible worlds are a device for discussing theological issues such as creation and theodicy, and not a device for clarifying modal terms like ‘possibility’ and ‘necessity’.  Leibniz’s preferred analysis of modal notions, after about 1686, is in terms of the proof-theoretic conception of finite demonstrability.  As Robert Adams and others have pointed out, this conception fits poorly with a possible worlds semantics for modal discourse.  For instance, on the demonstrability conception of necessity, Leibniz believes, the proposition ‘Caesar crosses the Rubicon’ is contingent, even though Leibniz also believes there is no possible world in which Caesar exists and fails to cross the Rubicon.  


We might characterize the way in which a non-actual world W is possible is by saying that were it not for God’s wisdom and goodness, then W could exist.  That is, setting aside God’s wisdom and goodness, it is within his power to actualize W.  As Leibniz says in the imaginary dialogue quoted above, “even if God does not will something to exist, it is possible for it to exist, since, by its nature, it could exist if God were to will it to exist.”  So they do seem to be possible in a way that square circles aren’t.  This explains the sense in which Leibniz believes that God could have made things otherwise than he did.  But, as he also says in the same dialogue, non-actual possibles are impossible in a broader sense of ‘impossibility’, since their “coexistence with God can in some way be said to imply a contradiction.”  Again, this is not a greater degree or different kind of impossibility.  This is just a different way of being metaphysically impossible.  The existence of non-actual possibles is still (conceptually) inconsistent with the existence of a being whose existence and wisdom are necessary in themselves.


The inclusion of possible worlds within his necessitarian scheme marks an important difference between Leibniz’s necessitarianism and Spinoza’s.  Contrary to Curley’s interpretation, I think it’s implausible to reconstruct Spinoza’s position as allowing for a plurality of possible worlds – i.e., a plurality of series of finite modes.  This might be explained by the fact that Spinoza recognizes no wisdom or goodness in God, so there is no possibility of considering what could be the case, setting aside God’s essential wisdom and goodness.  The existence of the actual world is more directly conceptually entailed by God’s nature for Spinoza than it is for Leibniz.  So, the fact that Leibniz thinks God’s wisdom and goodness play a fundamental role in explaining the existence of the actual world constitutes the fundamental difference between his necessitarianism and Spinoza’s.  It also explains how possible fit into his necessitarian conception of reality.

� I hope that the basic idea here is intuitively clear.  To see how difficult it is to rigorously characterize the notion of the per se modalities, consult Robert Sleigh’s book Leibniz and Arnauld (p. 81), section V of his paper “Leibniz’s First Theodicy,” in Philosophical Perspectives 10 (1996), and his critical notice on Adams’s book Leibniz, published in the April 1999 Philosophical Review.  In the last, Sleigh retracts his earlier analysis of possibility in its own nature and, indeed, despairs of ever formulating a general, strict, and accurate account of such modalities.


� For Leibniz, all actual substances begin to exist at the Creation, and last as long as the world does.  Thus, we needn’t index the notion of compossibility to time.


�  A formal analysis which reduces p to a contradiction is a finite sequence of propositions, q0, q1,  , qn, such that,


q0 = p, and


qn is a formal contradiction, and


for each i, 0 < i,  qi , follows from some previous q’s either by


a	the substitution of a definition for a defined term, or


b.	the application of a logical principle of inference.


�  In places Garrett seems to go back on this point and say that, for Spinoza, whatever is not actual is, ultimately, inconsistent or self-contradictory.  But I see no reason why Spinoza should be committed to this claim.  It’s enough that what’s not actual be inconsistent with the existence of God.





