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One of the most exciting recent developments in the interpretation of Leibniz’s early philosophy is the emergence of a clear view of the importance and the function of substance monism in his metaphysical writings of the period between 1675 and 1676.
 This development is exciting (to my mind, at least) because it suggests that during his early years Leibniz held a view that has strong affinities with the views of Spinoza. To be sure, these affinities are not accepted by all commentators.
 But let me start by saying that the textual evidence adduced by Mark Kulstad, Ursula Goldenbaum, Catherine Wilson, Stuart Brown, and Mogens Laerke has convinced me that the early Leibniz could not have failed to perceive how close his own views about a single, divine substance came to Spinoza’s. My aim in this paper is not to rehearse the arguments brought forth in the controversy surrounding this contention. Rather, I would like to defend an earlier suggestion of mine against an interesting objection brought forward by Mogens Laerke. 

This is my earlier suggestion and what motivates it: Given the fact that there is strong textual evidence that can be most plausibly accounted for by ascribing to Leibniz a commitment to substance monism, how do we account for the fact that, in the same group of texts, Leibniz characterizes human minds as active beings and uses the notion of active being to explicate the notion of substance?
 My earlier suggestion was to use a strategy of disambiguating the concept of substance (a strategy that is found in Descartes, who believes that “substance” cannot be said in the same sense of God and created beings
). In fact, Leibniz uses not only the concept of active being to explicate the notion of substance but also the concept of independent being.
 This opens up the possibility of reading Leibniz as claiming that there is only one substance in the sense of an independent being and that there are many substances in the sense of active beings. According to this reading, Leibniz’s version of substance monism is compatible with substance pluralism.


This suggestion still seems fundamentally right to me. However, it has come up against a spirited objection by Mogens Laerke. Laerke emphasizes the importance of the following passage from Leibniz’s De transsubstantiatione, written a few years before the period in question:

Our philosophical views by no means diverge from received philosophy. Even for Aristotle, nature is the principle of motion and rest. But for him, substantial form is properly nature. Therefore, also Averroes and Angelo Mercenario and Jacopo Zabarella claim that substantial form is the principle of individuation … What more? Plato himself propagates in the Timaeus a world soul; Aristotle in the Metaphysics and the Physics an all-pervading active intellect; the Stoics claim that God is the substance of the world; Averroes propagates ………… Aristotle’s intellect; Fracastoro and Fernel an origin of forms …………. All this, I think, is explicated in a way that, I have no doubt, through the careful reading of the recent philosophers is accessible to proof.

Obviously, Leibniz here formulates a highly eclectic view of the nature of philosophy. More specifically, he takes some more widely accepted philosophical positions, such as those of Aristotle and the Aristotelian philosopher Jacopo Zabarella, as well as those of Plato and the Platonising natural philosopher Jean Fernel, to be compatible with a more controversial aspect of the Averroistic tradition, the doctrine of a universal active intellect. Laerke suggests that the substance monism of the years 1675-76 could be understood as an attempt to spell out the implications of such an eclectic approach to philosophy. Accordingly, the doctrine of a universal active intellect could be understood as one of the sources of inspiration for Leibniz’s conception of a single, divine substance.
 And indeed, in his later Considérations sur la doctrine d’un ésprit universel unique (1702), Leibniz compares Spinoza’s ontology with the Averroistic doctrine of a universal active intellect.
 Laerke’s interpretation has striking consequences for the interpretation of the notion of active being: If we understand the mental activity of humans to be the outcome of the activity of the universal active intellect, the mental activity of humans would no longer indicate the existence of a plurality of active substances. Rather, all mental activity would be caused by a single active substance.

In response to Laerke’s objection, I will argue that Leibniz’s attitude towards Averroes has been shaped through interpretations of Averroes in Renaissance Aristotelianism. There is no evidence that Leibniz ever studied the Averroes Latinus or any of the medieval and Renaissance thinkers influenced by Averroes. Yet, this does not mean that he was not well informed about aspects of the theories of individuation in Averroes and the Averroistic tradition. In the text adduced by Laerke, Leibniz mentions Arcangelo Mercenario in the same breath with Averroes.
 This reference has been occasionally noted by commentators,
 but, as far as I can see, its full implications have not yet been brought out. This is perhaps not surprising because Mercenario’s Dilucidationes in plurima Aristotelis perobscura, et nonnulla Averrois loca (1574) are something like a handbook on disputed issues in medieval and early modern Aristotelianism, and especially its Averroistic varieties. No great philosophical innovations will be found there. However, what is found, among other things, is a thorough exposition and critical discussion of Averroes’s views on individuation as well as of their diverging interpretations developed by Alessandro Achillini (1463-1512) and Marcantonio Zimara (ca. 1470-1532), two Renaissance Aristotelians with strong Averroistic inclinations. Moreover, we can be sure that Leibniz was familiar with this part of Mercenario’s book because Leibniz used it extensively for his own Dissertatio de principio individui (1663) and aligned his own early views on individuation with those views of Zimara that were reported by Mercenario.
 What matters for present purposes is that the Renaissance interpretations of Averroes outlined by Mercenario ascribe to Averroes a commitment to substance pluralism with respect to synchronic identity, and that Leibniz in his very early years aligned his own views on synchronic identity with these interpretations of Averroes. This is why the reference to Averroes in On Transubstantiation should reinforce the idea that the early Leibniz sought to reconcile substance monism with substance pluralism rather than contest this idea.

1. Mercenario on Achillini on Averroes

Mercenario’s work is highly informative for present purposes because he faithfully records the positions and arguments of influential thinkers in the Averroistic tradition, among them the views on individuation found in Achillini. Mercenario connects Achillini with a line of argument developed by the fourteenth-century medical commentator Turrisano. As Turrisano argues, because prime matter is common to all beings and does not contain any qualitative differences, form must be the principle of individuation. Moreover, because indivisibility is the mark of individuality, and prime matter, due to its extension, is divisible, form must be the principle of individuation, because only form can be regarded as the origin of indivisibility.
 To be sure, this line of argument tells us something about what accounts for individuality, but it does not tell us anything about how many individuals there are. In fact, one of the advantages that Achillini sees in using form as the principle of individuation is that, by itself, it leaves open whether there is a plurality of individual substances or only a single, world-encompassing substance.
 In this sense, substance monism is clearly on Achillini’s mind as a theoretical option. Mercenario, however, does not mention that Achillini took substance monism into consideration as a possible option but only records two passages from Averroes, which Achillini uses to back up his own, pluralistic view. 

The first passage connects the problem of individuation with the notion of actuality (actus). In his commentary on De anima II, 2, Averroes argues that an individual is an individual insofar as it is in actuality; however, it is in actuality through form; hence, form is the principle of individuation.
 The second passage from Averroes is one that Achillini aligns with a passage from Aristotle, and the point of establishing this connection is to highlight the role of form as a principle that distinguishes one individual from another. In Metaphysics VII, 49, Aristotle maintains that it is actuality that separates (separat) and distinguishes (distinguat). Achillini connects this idea with a passage from Averroes’s commentary on De anima I, 53, according to which the body parts of the stag differ from the body parts of the lion only because the soul of the stag differs from the soul of the lion.
 Taken together, these passages imply that the soul of an animal is the principle that distinguishes one animal from another because it is the principle of the actuality of the animal.

Mercenario criticizes Achillini for using Averroes in this way. Mercenario’s objection is not only that reading Averroes is not a reliable method of finding out about the authentic views of Aristotle.
 He also believes that there is no coherent account of individuation to be found in Averroes. Mercenario concedes that the line of argument used by Achillini is present in the writings of Averroes.
 At the same time, Mercenario is quick to point out that in Averroes one finds strands of thought that seem to be incompatible with a theory of form as the principle of individuation. First, Mercenario points out that Averroes also takes prime matter to be the ground for the numerical unity of the world. In this sense, Mercenario ascribes to Averroes the view that matter functions as the principle of individuation for the world as a whole. In the sense that there is only one world, such a reading may contain monistic undertones, but it is certainly not the kind of monism that the early Leibniz takes into consideration.
 Second, Mercenario points out that, in De coelo I, 95, Averroes ascribes the origin of forms to intelligences, in such a way that intelligences bring forth generic forms which then are individuated through matter. This line of thought seems to be incompatible with the view that individuation takes place by means of forms because forms are not yet fully individuated themselves
 (and, of course, one may wonder how it is compatible with the view that matter itself forms a numerical unity). Mercenario’s critical remarks certainly make clear why he believes that there is not a single, coherent account of individuation in Averroes. Still, Mercenario’s criticism reinforces the point that there is at least one strand of thought in Averroes—the one that regards form as the principle of individuation—that has clearly pluralistic implications. 

In any case, Achillini clearly opts for the view that substantial form functions as the principle of individuation, together with the view that substantial form functions as a principle that distinguishes a plurality of individuals from each other. Moreover, he develops his substance pluralism by invoking an interpretation of Averroes as a theoretician of a plurality of substantial forms. And Mercenario makes it perfectly clear that Averroes is used by Achillini to support a pluralistic ontology and agrees that such a reading corresponds to at least one of the strands of thought in Averroes concerning individuation. This is the first reason why the early Leibniz, who used this very part of Mercenario’s book when he wrote his Dissertatio de principio individui, cannot have been unaware of the fact that, in the eyes of Renaissance Aristotelianism, the theory of the unique active intellect was understood to be compatible with a theory of a plurality of substantial forms and animal souls.

2. Mercenario on Zimara on Averroes

The connection with Leibniz becomes even closer when we look into Mercenario’s exposition of Zimara’s reading of Averroes because the references to Zimara in Leibniz’s Dissertatio de principio individui are directly derived from Mercenario’s exposition.
 What is more, in the Dissertatio de principio individui Leibniz explicitly aligns his defence of the view that individuals are individuated by their whole being (tota entitate) with Zimara’s view that individuals are individuated both by their form and by the quantity of matter informed by it.
 Also, Leibniz is clearly aware of Zimara’s Averroistic leanings since, in another very early piece, he characterizes Zimara as one of the Averroists who got matters of the individuation of living beings right.
 

As Mercenario points out, Zimara distinguishes between the metaphysical being and the physical being of things. The physical being of things is characterized by their accidents and the changes that these accidents undergo, and as far as the level of accidents is concerned, he holds that things are nothing but “accidental aggregates” and, hence, not genuine individuals but rather collections of accidents.
 By contrast, metaphysical being is characterized by unity, and Zimara holds that both form and matter are principles of unity. Due to the connection between the notions of unity and being, he maintains that something is a principle of individuation when it is a principle of unity.
 Also, the contrast that Zimara draws between individuals that possess unity and accidental aggregates suggests that the unities that he has in mind are substantial unities. Moreover, according to his view form has priority in this respect, because the unity of a portion of matter derives from the unity of form.
 As Mercenario notes, Zimara takes his reading to be supported by Averroes’s commentaries to De anima II, 8 and Physics III, 68, according to which every being is one by means of its form.
 Moreover, Mercenario points out that Zimara argues that form is the principle due to which one thing distinguishes itself from other things, because the actuality of things is due to their form.
 The parallel between this latter argument and the argument from Averroes invoked by Achillini is not emphasized by Mercenario, but since he had mentioned the relevant passage from Averroes’s commentary on De anima I, 53, the parallel should be evident to the reader. In any case, it is clear that Zimara regards the theory of individuation through form as central for Averroes’s account of individuality. Moreover, Zimara’s reading of Averroes indicates that what he has in mind is a plurality of substantial forms that is associated with a plurality of portions of matter. Here, we encounter a reading of Averroes that implies that the theory of a single active intellect should be understood as compatible with a plurality of individuals individuated by a plurality of substantial forms and, secondarily, by a plurality of portions of matter.

What is more, Achillini and Zimara should not be seen as exceptions in ascribing some version of substance pluralism to Averroes. A similar reading of Averroes can be found in Zabarella, one of the philosophers whose views Leibniz expects to be able to integrate into a synthesis of various philosophical traditions. Contrary to Mercenario, Zabarella assumes that Averroes’s views on individuation are coherent, and he spells out this assumption by ascribing both to form and to matter specifically different functions in individuation. The starting point of Zabarella’s reading it strikingly similar to Achillini’s and Zimara’s readings: Zabarella aligns Averroes’s views on individuation with Aristotle’s views that it is the task of form to separate one thing from another (De anima II, 2) and that it is actuality that separates one thing from another (Metaphysics VII, 49). But Zabarella spells out more fully the possible implications of these views for Averroes’s views on individuation: “This is why Averroes, in the solution to the eighth doubt of the first disputation against Algazel, says that matter is the cause of numerical multitude, but that the cause of the distinction in numerical multitude is form.”
 Zabarella thus defends the coherence of Averroes’s views on individuation by ascribing to him the view that numerical diversity presupposes distinction and, hence, can be due to a principle that differs from the principle of distinction. In this way, Zabarella can accommodate Averroes’s remarks concerning matter as a principle of individuation, while still giving priority to his remarks concerning form as a principle of individuation. If form functions as the principle of distinction that is presupposed by numerical diversity, then Zabarella’s reading ascribes to Averroes a commitment to the existence of a plurality of distinct individuals.

3. Mercenario on Averroes on the Active Intellect

These considerations show that influential Renaissance readers of Averroes believed that Averroes was committed to a plurality of substantial forms and, by implication, that such a commitment must be compatible with his theory of a unique active intellect. Yet, this by itself leaves open the question of why these commitments were understood as being compatible. Mercenario’s discussions of Achillini’s and Zimara’s views on individuation do not give a clue regarding this compatibility problem. However, Mercenario’s own discussion of Averroes’s views on the active intellect and Zimara’s interpretation of these views do give such a clue, a few pages earlier in the same book. Since there are no direct references in Leibniz’s early writings to these parts of Mercenario’s book, it is impossible to tell whether he took notice of these matters. But what one can tell for sure is that the relevant material would have been easily available to him. 

As Mercenario notes, the only reason for Averroes to postulate the existence of a unique active intellect is the Aristotelian view that there has to be something that transforms what is potentially intelligible into what is actually intelligible. If Plato were right with the hypothesis that there are independently existing universals, such an entity would be superfluous. But since Averroes rejects Platonism about universals, there remains a genuine task for the active intellect.
 Moreover, Mercenario emphasizes that Averroes’s view implies that, once the active intellect has made what is potentially intelligible actually intelligible, its action ceases.
 Clearly, according to such a conception the activity of the active intellect is highly specific and does not encompass all mental activities. In fact, Mercenario is clear that Averroes ascribes the capacity of grasping “sensible species”—the representations of sensible objects—to the cogitative power of the intellective soul.
 

The difficulty, of course, is how to characterize the nature of this highly specific activity that the active intellect is supposed to add to the activities of the cogitative power. Mercenario explores this idea to provide an interpretation of the puzzling claim from Averroes commentary on De anima III, 5 that every intelligence, except the first intelligence, comprises something that corresponds to matter and something that corresponds to form.
 Mercenario rejects Zimara’s interpretation according to which, due to the imperfection of all intelligences except the first intelligence, matter can be understood as privation, form as a degree of perfection. Mercenario objects that understanding the matter-aspect and the form-aspect of intelligences in this way does not contribute to an understanding of the nature of the activity of the active intellect. Rather, Mercenario suggests that for Averroes the active intellect relates to human intellect as form relates to matter. This is how Mercenario analyses this relation: “[B]y what is similar to matter, he understands a positive, perfectible nature, and what is receptive of perfection; by what is similar to form [he understands] the intelligible object itself, and a nature that makes [something else] more perfect.”
 In support, he quotes Averroes, who writes that “the part that corresponds to matter is the intellect, but the imagined intentions are like the form.”
 Clearly, Averroes uses “intention” here in the technical sense of intentional objects. Accordingly, Mercenario concludes that Averroes “understands by what is similar to matter a real substance that is receptive of an intelligible object.”
 Moreover, Mercenario draws the inference that the “composition” between active intellect and human intellect that Averroes has in mind cannot be understood as a composition “according to real being” (secundum esse reale) but must be understood as a composition “according to intentional being” (secundum esse intentionale).
 

Moreover, since Mercenario ascribes to Averroes the view that the divine intellect is the substrate of universals, he identifies Averroes’s active intellect with the divine intellect.
 Accordingly, he ascribes to Averroes the view that God “can be said to be the form of intelligences insofar as he is an intelligible object.” Still, Mercenario adds the important qualification that the relevant sense of form here must be understood as an “assisting form” (forma assistens)
—a form that does not change the substance of the human mind but rather renders the human mind more perfect.
 Evidently, thinking about the divine intellect in this way does not amount to a kind of substance monism according to which the divine intellect would function as the substantial form of all other beings, for two reasons. First, the role of the divine intellect as active intellect relates only to intellective souls, not to all beings. And second, the role that the divine intellect as active intellect plays for intellective souls is not the role of substantial form but rather the role of a repository of intelligible objects. This is why Mercenario’s reading of Averroes indicates a sense in which the theory of a unique active intellect can be understood as being compatible with a theory of a plurality of individual substances.

4. Leibniz Reconsidered

Now we can return to the question of whether Leibniz’s early substance monism could be understood as being inspired, in part, by the Averroistic theory of a unique active intellect. Recall that Leibniz, in the passage from De transsubstantiatione cited at the beginning of this paper, points out that for Aristotle “substantial form is properly nature”; that he mentions that Averroes claims “that substantial form is the principle of individuation”; and that he ascribes to Fracastoro and Fernel a theory of “an origin of forms” (in the plural). This strongly suggests that he did not think of the universal active intellect as the only principle of individuation (a principle that could individuate only a single substance). Rather, he seems to have believed that the theory of a universal active intellect is compatible with the divine origin of a plurality of forms. Hence, his belief that the theory of the world soul, the theory of an all-pervading active intellect, and a theory of God as the substance of the world are compatible with theories of individuation implies that theories that have a tendency towards substance monism are compatible with a theory of a plurality of substantial forms. This closely corresponds to Averroes’s views on individuation, as understood by the Renaissance Aristotelians documented in Mercenario’s Dilucidationes. Thus, Leibniz’s early views may well be described as being influenced in some way by the Averroistic tradition, but this influence is mediated by Renaissance readings of Averroes. And no matter how close these readings may have come to the authentic views of Averroes,
 they imply a conciliatory approach to individuation—an approach that does not see any incompatibility between the theory of a universal active intellect and the theory of a plurality of individual substances. If Leibniz has been influenced by the Averroistic tradition, then this influence should be looked for not with an eye to some unrestricted version of substance monism but rather with an eye to such a conciliatory approach to individuation. 


To be sure, in his writings from the Paris years there is a passage that sounds surprisingly Averroistic: “In sum, just as there is something divine in space, namely the immeasurability of God, so there is something divine in the mind, which Aristotle used to call the active intellect, and this is the same as the omniscience of God [...].”
 As Leibniz suggests, the immeasurability of God implies divine omnipresence—the view that God is present with his entire nature in every region of space.
 The analogy between divine immeasurability and the active intellect thus suggests that divine omniscience, in some sense, is present to every created mind. Still, Leibniz is explicit that presence does not imply a part-whole relation: “Just as space is to the immeasurable, so is the collection of all minds to the active intellect. [...] God is not a part of our mind, just as the immeasurable is not a part of some place or interval.”
 Hence, like Mercenario Leibniz understands the active intellect as the divine intellect. And like Mercenario, he rejects a part-whole analysis of the relation between the human mind and the divine mind. As Leibniz suggests, the alternative to an understanding of God as a part of the human mind should be an understanding of God as a “principle” of the human mind.
 At this juncture, he does not further explicate the senses in which God could be understood as a principle of the human mind. What may be relevant here may be Leibniz’s view that God is not only the principle of the existence of human minds but also the principle from which human cognition derives. That Leibniz is committed to such a view is suggested by a passage from a slightly later text in which he ascribes to all substances a “certain participation in divine omniscience.”
 If such a view is relevant to the sense in which the divine mind functions as a principle of the human mind, then the divine mind can be “present” to the human mind in the manner of an intentional object—a kind of divine presence that is compatible with the view that the human mind possesses activities of its own.
Seen from this perspective, it becomes less puzzling why, in his Paris years, Leibniz should have been committed to a version of substance monism while he was at the same time committed to the view that single minds possess identity over time. In fact, there is one text from the period between 1675 and 1676 which explicitly combines a version of substance monism with a version of substance pluralism. As to substance monism, Leibniz there uses a quite opaque analogy to characterize the relation between minds and God. As he points out, the number 3 is something other than a sequence comprising the number 1 three times, and hence the form of the number 3 is different from the form of the numerical unities that constitute it. And he suggests that things in the world differ in the same way from God: while God is everything, things in the world are something particular.
 This analogy suggests that minds are, in some way, contained in God (even if Leibniz does not say how exactly this containment relation is to be understood), while at the same time also being something particular. In fact, the same text includes a passage that implies that human minds possess identity across time: 
In our mind there is a perception or sense of itself, as of a certain particular thing. This is always in us, for as often as we use a word, we recognize that immediately. As often as we wish, we recognize that we perceive our thoughts; that is, we recognize that we thought a short time ago. Therefore intellectual memory consists in this: not what we have perceived, but that we have perceived—that we are those who have sensed. And this is what we commonly call “the same”, this faculty in us which is independent of external things.

Hence, for Leibniz there is a sense in which human minds can be understood as singular beings. Moreover, the singularity of minds is connected with their capacity of having “intellectual memory”, i.e., their capacity of reflecting on immediately preceding perceptions. In this sense, the singularity of minds is connected with self-induced activity. Such an activity, of course, does not make the existence of minds independent of divine creation; still, it is an activity that does not depend on any special divine intervention.
 If this is what Leibniz had in mind, it is possible for him to distinguish coherently between substantiality in the sense of being an independent entity and substantiality in the sense of being an active created being. Only God is a substance in the former sense, but individual minds are substances in the latter sense. Accordingly, there is only one substance in the sense of an independent being, but there are many substances in the sense of active beings. Therefore I conclude that my earlier suggestion that disambiguating the concept of substance may help to explicate the sense in which Leibniz’s early substance monism is compatible with his early substance pluralism is alive and well.
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