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      Early Modern Philosophy: Topic 9—Leibniz on Truth, Substance, and Necessity 1. Introduction Everyone is familiar with the contrast between ‘empiricism’ and ‘rationalism’. The contrast is sharpest between Hume and Leibniz. The central principle of empiricism is perhaps this: (Emp) A concept or principle is legitimate only insofar as can be justified by experience. The central principle of rationalism is perhaps this: (PSR) For everything which is so, there is a reason why it is so (and not otherwise). This is a formulation of what is known as the Principle of Sufficient Reason (sometimes just: the Principle of Reason). There is no immediate contradiction between (Emp) and (PSR), but there is at least a risk of their being in tension, and the general tendency of Hume’s philosophy is towards the conclusion that there is no reason for much of what we believe. 2. Leibniz and the Principle of Sufficient Reason The basis for almost the whole of Leibniz’s philosophy can be found in the opening paragraph from the Metaphysical Consequences of the Principle of Reason: The fundamental principle of reasoning is that there is nothing without a reason; or, to explain the matter more distinctly, that there is no truth for which a reason does not subsist. The reason for a truth consists in the connexion of the predicate with the subject, that is, that the predicate is in the subject. This is either manifest, as in the case of identical propositions—for example, ‘A man is a man’, or ‘A white man is white’—or it is concealed, but concealed in such a way that the connexion can be shown by the analysis of notions—for example, ‘Nine is a square’. For nine is three times three, which is three multiplied by three, which is a number multiplied by itself, which is a square. Here you see, first, Leibniz’s commitment to the Principle of Sufficient Reason, and then his distinctive application of it. This application is both his account of substance and his theory of truth. 3. Leibniz’s Account of Substance Recall (see Lecture 4—Locke on Ideas, Qualities, and Substances) that at the core of the notion of substance is a certain grammatical distinction. Consider a simple sentence: (S) Socrates is ugly. In modern (Fregean) logical grammar, this sentence is divided into two parts: (a) ‘Socrates’—a singular term (which refers to an individual entity); (b) ‘x is wise’—a predicate, with ‘x’ marking where a singular term could go (and predicates like this perhaps refer to qualities). We might say that in (S) the quality, ugliness, is attributed to the entity, Socrates. (So qualities are sometimes called attributes.) Qualities (attributes) look quite different from the kind of entity introduced by a singular term. These latter were traditionally called individual substances. In Discourse on Metaphysics, §8, Leibniz attempts to explain what substances really are. He first says this: It is very true that when several predicates are attributed to one and the same subject, and this subject is not attributed to any other, one calls this subject an individual substance. But this is not enough, and such an explanation is only nominal. Note here that when Leibniz uses the word ‘predicate’, he doesn’t mean what we usually mean now: he does not mean a linguistic expression, the bit of a sentence which is left when you’ve removed a singular term. He means, rather, what such a linguistic expression might refer to. A predicate, for Leibniz, is, roughly speaking, an attribute. 1 His objection, though, is what one might expect if he had been talking about linguistic items: the account given of substance is only ‘nominal’—that is, linguistic. The assumption is that the distinction between substance and attribute is a fundamental distinction in the nature of things, and that being so, it needs some deeper characterization. At this point, Leibniz introduces his account of truth. If a predicate (an attribute) really belongs to a subject, it must be truly attributed to it. So if we can find some account of true attribution, we might have some account of the difference between substance and attribute. Leibniz says: Now it is agreed that [A] every true predication has some basis in the nature of things, and [B] when a proposition is not identical—that is, when the predicate is not contained expressly in the subject—it must be contained in it virtually. What I have called [A] here is another formulation of the Principle of Sufficient Reason. [B] is Leibniz’s account of truth. This account of truth is then used to generate an account of substance, and the distinc tion between substances and attributes (here called accidents): That being so, we can say that it is the nature of an individual substance, or complete being, to have a notion so complete that it is sufficient to contain, and render deducible from itself, all the predicates of the subject to which this notion is attributed. On the other hand, an accident is a being whose notion does not include all that can be attributed to the subject to which this notion is attributed. 4. Leibniz on Truth Leibniz’s basic account of truth is this: the predicate (attribute) is contained in the notion of the subject. He explains what this means in a sentence in Discourse, §8: The subject-term, therefore, must always include the predicate-term, in such a way that a man who understood the notion of the subject perfectly would also judge that the predicate belonged to it. There are three fundamental kinds of truth, for Leibniz. The first he calls ‘identical’: these explicitly assert something of itself, or deny its opposite. These are such that anyone can see, just by inspection, that the predicate (attribute) belongs to the subject. The second are not ‘identical’ truths, but can be reduced to them by definitions. Leibniz gives one example in Discourse §8, and another in the second paragraph of Primary Truths. Here is another (which doesn’t quite work, in fact): To prove: 2 + 2 = 4 (A1) 2 = 1 + 1 (Definition of 2) (A2) 4 = 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 (Definition of 4) (A3) 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 = 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 (Identical truth) (A4) 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 = 4 (from step (A3), by definition of 4) (A5) 2 + 2 = 4 (from step (A4), by definition of 2). (What doesn’t work is the move from (A4) to (A5). He can only get it if he assumes this: (Com) (1 + 1) + (1 + 1) = 1 + 1 + 1 + 1. And he needs an argument for that.) This second class of truths is recognized by analysing the subject-term in each case. They are, then, what are known as analytic truths. Leibniz’s view is that all truths other than ‘identical’ truths are analytic (and some count ‘identical’ truths analytic, which would make all truths analytic, on Leibniz’s view). But there is a further distinction to be made within the class of analytic truths. There are some which can be reduced to identical truths by a finite number of steps: the examples we have just considered fit into that category. But there are some which can’t. The large majority of truths fall into this latter class. This is true: (C) Caesar crossed the Rubicon. Since it is true, it must, according to Leibniz, be deducible from the ‘complete notion’ of Caesar. But only God understands that complete notion: he can know (C) a priori, whereas we can only know it from history (see Discourse §8, for comparable claims about Alexander the Great). This view of things has a number of surprising consequences. I’ll look just at two. 2 5. Mirrors of the Universe At the end of Discourse §8 Leibniz claims: Therefore, when one considers properly the connexion between things, one can say that there are in the soul of Alexander, from all time, traces of all that has happened to him, and marks of everything that will happen to him—and even traces of everything that happens in the universe— though no one but God can know all of them. And in Discourse §9: Further, every substance is like an entire world, and like a mirror of God, or of the whole universe, which each one expresses in its own way, very much as one and the same town is variously represented in accordance with different positions of the observer. The reasoning seems to be this. The ‘complete notion’ of an individual substance must permit (at least to God) the deduction of every truth about that substance. But when you consider the relations between substances, and the comparisons to be made between substances, the truths about any one substance must include the truths about all other substances too. So somehow everything that’s true in the world must be written into each substance. 6. No Causal Interaction If that last point is true, it seems that everything about every substance in the universe is already written into every substance. So it is hard to see how any substance can be changed, as we ordinarily conceive of change: each substance seems to continue in its own predestined path, which co-ordinates, of course, with the pre-destined paths of all the other substances. So it seems that there is no such thing as causation, as we ordinarily think of causation. I think this is what Leibniz has in mind when he writes: Strictly speaking, one can say that no created substance exerts a metaphysical action or influx on any other thing. (Primary Truths, p. 33 in Hackett edition) What seems to be causation is in fact just pre-established harmony. In particular, there is no interaction between mind and body. Thus Leibniz claims: For God from the beginning constituted both the soul and the body with such wisdom and such workmanship that, from the first constitution or notion of a thing, everything that happens through itself [per se] in the one corresponds perfectly to everything that happens in the other, just as if something passed from one to the other. (Primary Truths, p. 33 in the Hackett edition) 7. How General is Leibniz’s Account of Truth? Leibniz claims that his account applies to all truths—that every truth is true in virtue of the predicate being contained in the complete notion of the subject. But this assumes that all truths are of something like the form of (S). And this is surely not plausible. First, there are compound truths—truths which have whole sentences as constituents. None of the following is of simple subject-predicate form: If Alexander died from poisoning, one of his generals killed him Either Alexander died a natural death, or one of his generals killed him Alexander died from poisioning, and one of his generals killed him. Clearly the third raises no special problems for Leibniz, but the other two are not so easy. It is true that he treats the first kind as significantly like a subject-predicate proposition (‘Therefore, the predicate or consequent is always in the subject or antecedent’, Primary Truths, p. 31 in the Hackett edition), but this is not clearly justified. Secondly, it looks as if there are simple sentences which are more complex than (S), such as this: I am more years older than my son than my father was than me. Consider also the argument (A1)-(A5): it is not clear how Leibniz can resolve the problem with the move from (A4) to (A5). 3 8. Necessity and Contingency The most dramatic difficulty for Leibniz is over the question whether he can really make sense o f contingency. (A contingent truth is one which, though true, could have been otherwise.) If the truth of (C) (‘Caesar crossed the Rubicon’) follows from the complete notion of Caesar, then it seems that the moment you have Caesar—that particular man—you have a Rubicon-crosser. So this looks true: (C1) It is necessarily true that, if Caesar existed, Caesar crossed the Rubicon. You might think there was a quick problem for Leibniz from this. You might try to argue as follows: (C2) Caesar existed; so (given (C1)) (C3) It is necessarily true that Caesar crossed the Rubicon. If this argument worked, it would show that all truths are necessary, and none are contingent. But this argument is in fact fallacious, as Leibniz was aware (see Discourse §13). To see the fallacy, compare this argument: (M1) It is necessarily true that if Ray is a bachelor, Ray is unmarried; (M2) Ray is a bachelor; so (M3) It is necessarily true that Ray is unmarried. But (M3) is false (Ray might have married); since the premises are both true, the argument must be invalid. In fact, to get (M3) from (M1) you need this: (M3*) It is necessary that Ray is a bachelor —which is false. In the same way, to get (C3) from (C1) you would need this: (C2*) It is necessary that Caesar existed. But this is false, claims Leibniz: (C2) is contingent—Caesar’s existence depends on the free decision of God. Here is what happens, in Leibniz’s view. God surveys all the possible worlds—all the possible complete histories of the universe. In a number of these there are Caesar-like beings, and some of these Caesar-like beings do not cross the Rubicon-like river. From all the possible worlds God chooses the best. In this best world there is a being who is not just Caesar-like—he is Caesar, and as such he is a Rubicon-crosser. But it’s not clear that this really gets Leibniz out of trouble. It is clear that Leibniz thinks this is true: (GC1) It is necessary that if God chose this world, Caesar existed. And this is certainly true, according to Leibniz: (GC2) God chose this world. Now, is (GC2) contingent? Leibniz claims that his account of truth applies to all truths. In that case, it ought to apply to (GC2). But that means that this is true: (G1) It is necessarily true that if God exists, God chose this world. But God is supposed to be a necessary existent, according to Leibniz. So this is true: (G2) It is necessarily true that God exists. But (G1) and (G2) imply (GC2*) It is necessarily true that God chose this world. And (GC2*), combined with (GC1), gives you (C2*). And (C2*), combined with (C1) gives you (C3), so it looks as if all contingency has gone after all. This means that Leibniz faces a dilemma: either his account of truth does not apply to truths about God (which would seem to mean that God is not a substance), or nothing is contingent. 4 9. Leibniz’s Response to the Problem of Contingency Leibniz attempts to distinguish contingent truths as those which no finite analysis would show to be true. Thus he says in On Contingency (p.28 in the Hackett edition): But in contingent propositions one continues the analysis to infinity through reasons for reasons, so that one never has a complete demonstration, though there is always, underneath, a reason for the truth, but the reason is understood completely only by God, who alone traverses the infinite series in one stroke of mind. But this really doesn’t solve the problem. All it shows is that we, as finite beings, are never in a position to appreciate such things as (C1): it doesn’t show that they are not true. And the issue of the contingency or necessity of key claims like (C) itself depends on whether Leibniz can prevent one from getting to something like (C2*). 10. Two Fundamental Errors I think there are two fundamental errors in Leibniz’s philosophy, both made right at the outset. One appears in the attempt to characterize substance in the way Leibniz does. Here is the contrast between substance and attribute again: That being so, we can say that it is the nature of an individual substance, or complete being, to have a notion so complete that it is sufficient to contain, and render deducible from itself, all the predicates of the subject to which this notion is attributed. On the other hand, an accident is a being whose notion does not include all that can be attributed to the subject to which this notion is attributed. (Discourse, §8) The first thing to note is that this definition looks circular: the contrast between subject and attribute seems to be presupposed in the definition too. Similarly, it is unclear that we have any grip on the notion of ‘containment’ involved here which is independent of the notions which are being explained. Leibniz gets into this position because he assumes that there is something inadequate about the contrast between substance and attribute being made in a way which is ‘only nominal’. That is, he assumes that the distinction is a fundamental distinction in the nature of things—in effect, that grammar mirrors reality. This, I think, is one fundamental error. The other fundamental error—as it seems to me—is in the Principle of Sufficient Reason itself. I think one reaches this by not distinguishing clearly between the following two claims: (PSR) For everything which is so, there is a reason why it is so (and not otherwise). (Exp) For everything which is so, you should always look for a reason for its being so (and not otherwise). (Exp) is a principle of enquiry; (PSR) is a declaration that the world is a rational world. Michael Morris 5 
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