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Abstract: Leibniz’s claim that possibles strive towards existence has led to diverging interpretations. According to the metaphorical interpretation, only the divine will is causally efficacious in bringing possibles into exisence. According to the literal interpretation, God endows possibles with causal powers of their own. The present article suggests a solution to this interpretative impass by suggesting that the doctrine of the striving possibles can be understood as a consequence of Leibniz’s early cognitivist theory of volition. According to this theory, thinking the degree of goodness of something is identical with wanting it to this degree. Arguably, this analysis of volition is relevant not only for Leibniz’s early analysis of the human mind but also for his early analysis of the divine mind.
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1. Introduction

According to On the Radical Origin of Things, “in possible things or in possibility itself or essence there is an exigency to exist [...] and, I dare to say, essence by itself tends towards existence.”
 This doctrine—the doctrine of the striving possibles—has always puzzled interpreters. Some interpreters, including David Blumenfeld and Nicholas Rescher, have suggested that Leibniz here is simply using a metaphor. According to this suggestion, the doctrine of striving possibles can be reduced to claims about causally relevant characteristics of the divine will.
 Thus, according to the metaphorical reading, everything that really is active in the process of creation is the divine will, whereas essences or possible substances as contents of the divine understanding do not have any causal efficacy of their own. In fact, such an interpretation is supported by a passage from Body Is Not a Substance, written shortly after the Paris years. Leibniz there claims that “coherence is the sign of truth, but its cause is the will of God, and its formal reason is that God perceives something to be the best or most harmonious, i.e., that something is pleasing to God. So divine will itself, so to speak, is the existence of things.”
 

However, there are other passages in Leibniz’s writings, which give no indication that talk about the striving towards existence is meant in a metaphorical sense. For example, in On First Truths from around 1680 Leibniz writes: “Everything that is possible demands existence, and therefore would exist unless something else which also demands existence gets in the way and is incompatible with the first […].”
 Moreover, in a marginal note to the text, he adds: “If Existence were something else than the exigency of existence, it would follow that existence itself would have some essence or that something new would be added to things, about which again it can be asked whether this essence exists, or not, and why rather this one than another.”
 Passages such as these have led other interpreters, including Paul Schrecker, Yvon Belaval, and Christipher Shields to a literal interpretation of the doctrine of striving possibles. According to their interpretation, the striving towards existence is inherent in possible substances themselves. Thus, according to such a reading, essences or possible substances themselves posses causally relevant characteristics.
 In particular, Shields has pointed out that, according to Leibniz, God “makes” (facit) all possibles strive for existence.
 Accordingly, Shields interprets existence as a supervenient quality that has no reality of its own but rather follows from the maximal degree of perfection of the world to which a possible substance belongs.

While I think that this line of argument is on the right track, I believe that more needs to be said concerning the sense in which God can be said to “make” possibles strive for existence. What is the characteristic of ideas in the divine understanding that endows them with causal properties? Blumenfeld and Rescher have objected that characterizing ideas in such away would be incompatible with the idea that the existence of the world is the outcome of an act of choice carried out by the divine will.
 This objection would be persuasive if, in Leibniz’s view, there were a distinction between the divine will and the divine understanding. The present article proposes that Leibniz’s claims about striving possibles can be understood in a literal sense, without thereby falling into inconsistency with respect to Leibniz’s views about the role of the divine will in bringing the world into existence, by arguing that what Leibniz says about striving possibles is rooted in his cognitivist theory of volition. According to the cognitivist theory of volition, each act of volition is identical with a belief about something being good or bad to a certain degree; conversely, every belief about something being good or bad to a certain degree is identical with an act of volition.
 I suggest that the way Leibniz applies this theory of volition to a theory of divine action provides a solution for why he regarded the striving of possibles both as something ideal (in the sense that it is founded in the weighing of the goodness involved in essences) and as something real (in the sense that the weighing of the goodness of essences itself is causally relevant even where it does not result in the creation of a particular individual). Hence, the doctrine of striving possibles can be understood as an application of insights into the structure of possibility and action to problems of philosophical theology.

2. Some Metaphilosophical Context

Before going into the intricate details of Leibniz’s views on possibility and the will, it is useful to examine the metaphilosophical context within which these views emerged. The origin of Leibniz’s analysis of the concept of possibility, his cognitivist theory of volition and the doctrine of striving possibles all have their origin in his early writings on metaphysics, and in this period one also finds a series of remarks concerning the method of metaphysics that turn out to be highly relevant for present purposes.

There can be little doubt that by the time he finished his philosophical studies, Leibniz held the view that propositions of metaphysics are purely hypothetical. As marginal notes he wrote around 1663-1664 in his personal copy of Daniel Stahl’s Metaphysical Compendium show, Leibniz regarded this as a common view shared by Fabri and Hobbes.
 However, a more complex view of the nature of metaphysical concepts is expressed already in the Dissertation on the Art of Combinations (1666). The whole enterprise of a universal characteristic is portrayed there not only as something that aims at the production of discourse, but also (and primarily) as something that rests on an adequate analysis of the categorial structure of our language:

Truly, I miss much in Lull’s terms. Because his whole method is directed more at the art of extemporaneous discourse than at the pursuit of full knowledge of a given subject [...]. He determines the number of terms arbitrarily, there are nine in each class. Why does he include among the absolute predicates, which have to be the most abstract, will, truth, wisdom, virtue, glory, why does he omit beauty, or figure, or number? To the relational predicates, there have to be added many more, e.g. cause, whole, part, requisite, etc.

Clearly, such a line of criticism makes sense only under the assumption that there is a non-arbitary categorial structure to human thought. Leibniz’s own intent to provide a basis for metaphysical concepts that goes beyond the merely rhetorical use is supplemented in the Preface to Nizolius (1670) by an analogous view of the nature of logical concepts:

True logic is not only an instrument, but also contains in some way the principles and the true reason for doing philosophy, because it hands down those general rules, through which the true and the false can be discerned, and by means of which through the mere application of definitions and experiences all conclusions can be proven. But they also are not the principles of philosophy, or of the propositions themselves, and they do not make the truth of things, but rather show it; nevertheless they make the philosopher, and are the principles of the right way of doing philosophy, which—as Nizolius has observed—is enough.

Interestingly, in this passage Leibniz does not regard the principles of logic as something that is constitutive of philosophy as a particular theoretical discipline. Principles of logic, in his opinion, are not a tool of theory construction. Rather, they are something that in philosophical analysis is only made explicit. In this sense, making principles of logic explicit only “shows” the truth that already is contained in our ordinary way of thinking about things. 
This view of the descriptive nature of philosophical knowledge leads Leibniz to the claim that philosophers do not know other things than ordinary people but rather the same things in a different way:

And it is very true that there is nothing that cannot be explicated in popular terms, only using more of them. Therefore, Nizolius rightly urges at various places that what does not possess a general term (i.e., as I understand him, that conjoined with other general terms can in particular express a thing) in common language should be regarded as nothing, as a fiction, and as useless. For philosophers do not always surpass common men in that they sense different things, but that they sense them in a different way, that is with the mind’s eye, with reflection or attention, and comparing things with other things.

Although the example of “comparing things with other things” mentioned at this place concerns Joachim Jungius’s attempt at classifying insects through a comparison of their external features,
 the point Leibniz has in mind here seems to be more general. The function of comparing things with each other in this context is not that of arriving at empirical generalisations based on an inductive procedure. Rather, using a comparative method leads to an insight into a conceptual structure that, owing to its commonly shared nature, can be regarded as a kind of implicit knowledge that only has to be made explicit: “[M]ost of the dialectical and metaphysical matters themselves occur frequently even in popular speeches, writings, and thoughts, and are used everywhere in normal life. This is why people, guided by this frequent occurrence, have designated them by specific, common, most natural and comprehensive words […].”

If one compares these remarks with the view of metaphysical concepts expressed in the notes he made while reading Stahl’s Metaphysical Compendium, it becomes clear that, by around 1670-1671, Leibniz’s views as to the nature of metaphysics were becoming far more complex. In particular, the framework of a hypothetico-deductive approach to metaphysics has been supplemented by an interpretation of metaphysical concepts in the framework of a theory of implicit knowledge. This implicit knowledge is understood as something that is common to all rational beings. “Common” notions not only comprise notions of arithmetic and geometry but also structure all areas of ordinary discourse. They are common not (only) because they are abstract, Platonic, entities. Rather, mathematical notions are common in the same way as other, nonmathematical, notions are common implications of everyday language. Metaphysics is not only a matter of the construction of adequate explanatory hypotheses, but also a matter of the description of common conceptual structures.

This is why, for the early Leibniz, one of the indispensable starting points of philosophical analysis is the description of our everyday use of words. In his view, one method of bringing the everyday usage of words to light would be to apply a comparative approach that uncovers the similarities in various speakers' use of language. According to him, these similarities are indicative of concepts that inform ordinary rational discourse and therefore are common to rational beings. This conception of the starting point of philosophical analysis can well be examined in his response to Hermann Conring’s preface to the centenary edition of Bartolomeo Viotti's On Demonstration (1560).
 Viotti gives the following account of how knowledge of definitions that serve as the starting point of definitions can be acquired:

There is a paved and easy way open for us, on which we get to the essential definition: this is by means of the term associated with the given concept. When, e.g., you want to investigate the essence of pulse or fever, it is necessary to begin with the term in order to grasp the concept all human beings have of pulse ... The interpretation of the term brings all accidents to light, from the knowledge of which we proceed to the knowledge of the substance & nature of the thing [...]. Insofar as you by examining and interpreting the common concept which all human beings have about the term “moon”, you could say that everyone understands by moon some heavenly body which appears at the heavens at some determinate time in the night and illuminates the earth in various forms [...]. But this I want to be eternal: for investigating essential definitions the mentioned interpretation of terms is a big help.

Likewise, Leibniz contrasts his approach to methodological issues with approaches that work with a theory of proofs that is independent of actual practices and examples:

I have only said what I have found out in this matter through the experience of many years and through the examples of my own reasoning and that of others, and moreover something that is in accordance with what human beings daily do, even if they are not always aware of it, something that is efficient for inventing and judging, and not, as the methods and precepts of some others, sterile and remote from use and example.

Did Leibniz put these programmatic remarks into practice? Arguably, some aspects of his early analysis of the concept of possibility and the structure of human volition can yield interesting and, perhaps, unexpected answers. 

3. Possibility as a Descriptive Concept

At first glance, the doctrine of striving possibles gives the impression of a purely hypothetical theory detached from everything we ordinarily think about possibility. Nevertheless, there is a great deal of description of everyday ways of speaking involved in what Leibniz thinks about the concept of possibility in general, as well as about more specific topics such as the concept of degree of possibility and its connection with a theory of rational action. Already in his 1663 notes on Johann Heinrich Bisterfeld’s Seminar on First Philosophy, some aspects of his general view of possibility are present. In a passage of his book, Bisterfeld writes:

Unity is rightly said to be the first attribute of a being. Commonly unity is defined by the idea that it is a mode, that the being is undivided in itself and divided from everything else. In this way, its essence is located in the negation of division ... In fact, firstly the defining terms are more obscure than the defined: since we do not understand what is divided, undivided, and something else, unless we know previously what is one. Moreover, this use of the term seems to be excessive; whereas it is by far the most extensive use, when it is observed that it is the congruence of a thing with itself. Since in this way we can apprehend by means of its application [...] absurd and impossible entities.

Leibniz comments: “[S]omething impossible is not a unity, i.e. not something congruent with itself; even if it could exist, by supposition, it does not exist, because this supposition is false, or it by all means does not exist, because there cannot exist what does not exist.”
 

Some years later, in On the Almightiness and Omniscience of God and the Freedom of Man, Leibniz claims that such a view of the criterion of non-contradiction is grounded in our everyday conception of what is possible:
[W]hat tools do humans use when they want to prove that something is possible or impossible? If one pays attention to their hands or rather to their mouths and heads, it will be found that they sometimes bring up a past or present example, and then the issue is decided. Since what has happened, can happen. But sometimes because uniform examples are missing they use another tool, they mention examples, which seem to be as little or even less possible but nevertheless have been true and thus possible, too [...]. Similarly, they sometimes are content to say: This remains possible until someone comes who proves its impossibility. So, how does one prove the impossibility? Pay attention to the thoughts and talks of folks, then you will find it out. They try to explain the thing, the possibility of which is doubted; if it can be explained completely clearly, and imagined in all its details, one takes it for possible; if one finds something that is muddled and self-contradictory, one takes it for impossible [...]. 

Analogous entries can be found in Leibniz’s tables of definitions following John Wilkins’s tables of concepts, with additions stemming from the revision of the MS around 1678 in square brackets:
Something is whatever can be thought. [If A is B or C or D, and so on, it is called Something.]
Nothing is what can be named but not thought, a name without a thing, without the resonance of the mind. [Or if N is not A and N is not B and N is not C, and so on, N is called Nothing; this is what commonly is expressed as “A Non-Being does not have attributes.”]
(Existence) is the distinct sensibility of something. [or Existing is, what can be distinctly sensed or perceived, distinctly i.e. by means of the application of distinct concepts insofar as Being is what can be distinctly conceived.]
(Essence) is what can thought distinctly.

Accordingly, he gives the following definition: “Possible is whatever can be thought clearly and distinctly.”
 To this definition, a later marginal note adds: “Possible is what does not imply a contradiction.”
 
Yet Leibniz understands possibility not only as something that excludes contradictions but also as something that allows for having degrees. Claiming that there are degrees of possibility might strike some readers as counterintuitive. It might therefore be useful to examine in some detail what Leibniz had in mind. Interestingly, much of the early metaphysics of possibility is developed in the context of his juridical writings. In the Samples of Law, he explains that for a proposition to be impossible is to be “of the false kind in a strict sense [...], because it designates some circumstance which is not in the nature of things.”
 As he further clarifies it there: 

Impossible is either absolute, or relative to something: relative to something either with respect to a particular time; from this arises the present impossibility, which is not possible at a certain time and under a certain state of affairs; or with respect to a certain rule of action; from this we call politically impossible, what someone, who does it, makes it in a foolish way. Legally impossible is what cannot exist if the Law is observed as a rule of action [...]. 

Similarly, the first version of two definitions from the Elements of Natural Law reads: “Possible is whatever can happen or what is true in some case.”
 And: “Impossible is whatever cannot happen or what is true in no, or not in some, case.”

The passages considered so far provide us with a distinction between two cases of possibility, one absolute, one relative to certain circumstances. Moreover, Leibniz connects the idea that some circumstances make an event easier than other circumstances with the idea that possibility has degrees. In the list of definitions following Wilkins’s Essay, Leibniz explains easiness in terms of the number of requisites: “Easy is what is quite possible, or what has few requisites. What is easy in things, is probable in the mind.”
 He repeatedly comes back to this idea. In On Affects, he writes: “Easier is what has fewer requisites.”
 In On the Analysis of Thoughts, he puts it thus: “To be easy is to have few requisites.”
 He uses the concept of easiness when in the Sample of Definitions of Law he comes back to the concept of degrees of possibility: “More probable is what can happen or should happen more easily. Or Probability is the degree of possibility.”
 Thus, analyzing probability in terms of degrees of possibility has its origins in a juridical context. 
Something analogous holds for the concept of presumption. In the preceding entry of the Sample of Definitions of Law, Leibniz writes: “A presumption is what is held true until the contrary is proven.”
 The concepts of possibility and presumption are already connected in the Fifth MS of the Elements of Natural Law:

[I]t comes about more easily that something is possible than that something is impossible. Since in order to be possible nothing else is required than that it is supposed; whereas in order to suppose something impossible also its opposite has to be supposed at the same time. Hence, more is required to be impossible than to be possible [...]. In fact, the requisites or suppositions of the possible are contained in the suppositions of the impossible, not the other way round. Presumed, however, is the event whose suppositions are also the suppositions of the opposite event, not the other way round.
 

These passages suggest that the descriptive concept of possibility involves not only the idea of non-contradiction. It also involves the idea that there are objective characteristics of reality, which make one combination of things easier than another one, in the sense that one combination has fewer requisites than another. The degrees of probability in an objective sense, for Leibniz, are nothing else than the degrees of possibility analyzed in terms of the number of requisites. Moreover, he integrates into this account of possibility a generalization of the juridical notion of presumption. Again, he relates this notion to the ontological concept of a smaller number of requisites. Thereby, he combines this view about the objective structure of reality with corresponding epistemic concepts. The number of requisites determines not only the degree of possibility but also the degree of intelligibility. Hence, also, the concept of possibility as intelligibility is qualified by the idea that intelligibility involves gradual differences in terms of number of requisites. As we will presently see, Leibniz analyzes the epistemic concept of probability itself in terms of having fewer (cognitive) requisites. This connection between objective and subjective probabilities explains why his account of degrees of possibility in terms of easiness or the number of requisites plays a decisive role for his cognitivist theory of volition, as applied both to human and divine action.

4. Human Action and the Cognitivist Theory of Volition

The basic idea of the cognitivist theory of volition is presented in an early form in the already mentioned list of definitions following Wilkins’s Essay. Leibniz there writes: “(Sense) is a thought which is followed by pleasure or pain, or appetite or flight, or the striving to act.”
 In reworking this piece around 1678, he replaces “sense” (sensus) by “belief” (sententia),
 thus arriving at another view of the connection between belief and striving, a view that is also expressed elsewhere, for example, in On the Analysis of Thoughts:
Willing is thinking and tending towards that which it thinks, striving at something insofar as it represents the same.
Willing is tending towards thinking.
To be tending towards something is to be striving towards it in the highest degree. It should be known that one can strive towards different things, but that among several strivings something is selected towards which the thing tends [...].
To be striving towards something is being determined insofar as being active [...]
Being determined is to have all requisites; viz. the absolute ones insofar as the thing has them.
To have the absolute ones insofar as having them is to have such requisites that, if their existence is supposed, they do not involve another ultimate subject.

Moreover, he claims that this view of the nature of volition only makes our everyday concept of wanting something explicit. Thus, again, what he says about the nature of the will should be seen from a descriptive perspective. This becomes particularly clear in the Elements of True Piety, where he explicates the concept of will as follows:

The will is a belief about good and bad. 
That this is understood by human beings under the term ‘will’ is obvious from standard ways of speaking, in which, if the definition is substituted for the defined, the sense remains the same. Thus, we say that all people want the good and flee the bad, that no-one wants the bad for the sake of the bad. We want what we think good, and, conversely, what we think good, we want. But if someone rejects this notion of will, he gives it a meaning other than the one that humans are accustomed to, and probably he will not even be able to say what willing is.

A belief is a practical thought, or a thought with a striving to act. This namely is the distinction between simple thought or consideration, imagination, representation, on the one hand, and belief, on the other hand: that the person having some belief is ready to act in some way that conforms to this belief. Whoever is persuaded that there is fire in the oven will not put his hand in there, as long as he is in control of his mind and his actions [...]. 

Thus, the connection between belief and will is seen as something already implicitly contained in our everyday concepts and behavior. Moreover, the kind of determination of action Leibniz has in mind in these passages does not have to do with logical necessity. Rather, he connects the idea of a determination of action by the will with his account of the nature of possibility. Famously, he surmises that action is not necessitated because alternative courses of action are thinkable without incurring a contradiction.
 However, there is a more specific connection between free action and the idea of degrees of possibility. Recall that he claims that “[w]hat is easy in things, is probable in the mind.”
 In the Metaphysical Definition and Reflections, he spells this claim out in terms of the ontological conception of having fewer requisites:

That which is easier is more probable: By the easier I mean that which has fewer requisites, i.e. that for whose sake fewer suppositions must be made.
There is no presumption that change will occur.

That is to say, every single thing must be believed to remain in the state it was in, until one sees a reason for believing that it has abandoned this state.

Thus, what on the logical level amounts to a greater number of requisites is the greater number of suppositions one has to make. At the same time, this amounts to the view that the epistemic concept of probability involves the ontological concept of a requisite. In this sense, epistemic suppositions are described as one of the forms that ontological requisites can take. Therefore, the conception of degrees of possibility is also applicable to the realm of thought, understood as activity of rational individual substances. Leibniz develops the connection between free action and a smaller number of requisites in a series of remarks in the various manuscripts of On Affects. There, he takes up the idea that beliefs by their nature involve an inclination towards something good (or an aversion against something bad), and analyzes the notion of inclination by making use of the concept of easiness:
An affect is an occupation of the mind arising from the belief of the mind about good and bad.
An occupation of the mind is an inclination to think about something rather than about something else.
An inclination is the easiness of acting.

Easiness is what has fewer requisites compared to more similar and equal requisites of something else.

Thus, the way in which beliefs incline towards a certain course of thought rather than towards another is analyzed in terms of the number of comparable requisites presupposed by both courses of thought. Thus, the idea of degrees of possibility is not restricted to the realm of objects in the external world but is also applied to the realm of mental activity. To put it differently: the smaller or greater number of objective circumstances required for a certain course of events is not only expressed on the epistemic level by a smaller or greater probability of the propositions describing a certain course of events; mental activity itself is also analyzed in terms of a smaller or greater number of objective requirements. In this sense, the idea of degrees of possibility is applicable both to series of events in the external world and to series of thoughts. Thereby, the possibility involved in rational deliberation is not only characterized in terms of an absence of logical contradiction; it is also characterized in terms of the number of objective requirements. The idea that degrees of easiness determine which particular series of thoughts among a number of alternatives is continued distinguishes a series of thoughts from a mathematical series in which each member is deduced from the law of the series. Whereas in the first case the determination does not involve necessity, the members of a mathematical series follow necessarily from the law of the series. 

This conception of determination without necessitation stands behind the way On Affects develops the idea of laws of series of thoughts:

A thought is the cause of another thought either because there is no reason for the contrary (in this case the same thought persists, which happens when we encounter something singular, which does not have any similarity or connection with other things) or because one thought involves another thought, or some order of thought, and among the several thoughts it involves, the mind is inclined in advance more to think the one than the other. 
A thought involves some order of thought, when it is the thought of some series [...]. 
Each thought either occupies the mind as one in itself, or it occupies the mind by means of some series of thoughts according to a certain law.

Thus, in addition to the case of a stable state of thinking a single thought and to the case of deducing one thought from another thought, there is the case in which the transition from thought to thought is a matter of inclination. In this case, the connection between two thoughts is not one of logical necessity but one of a relation that allows for degrees. At this place, Leibniz makes a suggestion that in later remarks is qualified further, but clearly shows that there is one kind of forming a series of thoughts according to a law which nevertheless is a matter of degrees. As he says, “[t]he mind [...] is inclined towards one thought rather than towards another, when it involves more material for thought than the other [...].”
 This implies that the relation between a law of a series of thoughts and the thoughts constituting the series is one of inclination allowing for degrees. Yet it also implies that the same holds for the decision about which series of thoughts (and, thus, which law of a series) is chosen. Leibniz brings out this second aspect very clearly in the following set of remarks:

If we in pursuing a series of thoughts encounter some thought that is common with some other series, and there is more force in the second series, we follow this one and leave the first. A thought of this kind is the common intersection of several series or a node. A series of thoughts arises either from distinct ideas, like when we consider the causes of things, and the causes of causes; as well as when we consider the effects and the effects of the effects: But we also can follow some law of a series, which does not arise from causes and effects, but from degrees, similarities, and combinations. Or it arises from confused ideas, namely from those that we experience all at once, which we pursue according to a certain order of time and place.

Thus, the existence of “nodes”—mental states common to several series—in Leibniz's view explains a basic characteristic governing the series of rational thoughts: the laws governing such series leave it open to the agent to follow a different course of thought. In this sense, they incline towards a particular course of thought without necessitating it.

The fact that other laws can overrule it, however, does not imply that a given law of a series of thoughts would lose its causal properties. Rather, it is described as something that together with competing laws determines the choice of a course of thought governed by a particular law. Thus, the version of determinism that the early Leibniz defends is one that involves the idea that reasons of rational action make a certain course of action probable unless they are overruled by other reasons:

A determination is a state from which something follows unless something else gets in the way. Therefore, determination amounts to the presumption of something in the future; until it is proved that an impediment is there [...]. 
An affect is in the mind what an impetus is in the body. Since as the affect is a detennination of the mind to pursue some series of thoughts, so the impetus is the determination of the body to pursue some line of motion. 
Both determinations exist, even if by means of a supervening impediment the effect is prevented to occur. Both determinations have their place in the beginning, middle, and also in the end of the progression. Both compose, together with a supervening impression, a new determination.

This analysis of determination in terms of presumption is accompanied by a shift in Leibniz’s terminology. Whereas in earlier remarks in On Affects, he talked about laws of series of thoughts, here he shifts to talk about rules of series of thoughts: “A series is a multitude with a rule of order.”
 Moreover, he adds an alternative, but still tentative, suggestion about what inclines the mind to follow one series of thoughts rather than another one: “The determination towards a series of thoughts is the stronger the more reality the rule of the series involves.”
 Again, the determination Leibniz has in mind is one that allows for degrees. The same holds for a more detailed but not yet final suggestion that he develops later in On Affects:
The cause of the determination towards one series of thoughts rather than to the other is that the thoughts of the one series involve more reality than the thoughts of the other series. Since the general rule is that always the event takes place that involves more reality, or that is more perfect.

This passage suggests that if “degrees of reality” are what account for the determination towards one series of thoughts, determination is a matter of degree. Talk about degrees of reality, of course, is not as perspicuous as it could be. Leibniz himself seems to have felt the difficulty, since finally he comes back to the initial idea of a determination of thoughts through the greater degree of what is good for us in them: 
Out of several series of thoughts each is the stronger the more material it provides for us to think distinctly, i.e. the more of an object we can conceive in our thoughts, or the greater consideration of what is good or bad for us is contained in it.
 
Thus, what he said earlier in On Affects about the fact that belief about something’s being good (or bad) to a certain degree always involves a degree of inclination towards (or aversion against) this object applies not only to choosing a course of action but also to choosing a course of thought. In this sense, the choice between different series of thoughts, and thus between different rules of series, is a matter of inclination rather than necessity.

5. Divine Action and the Cognitivist Theory of Volition

The theory of striving possibles incorporates this view of the nature of volition, as well as a theory of possibility that comprises, in addition to the idea of non-contradiction, the idea of degrees of possibility. Yet it also makes use of a further descriptive aspect of Leibniz’s conception of possibility, namely the idea that there are possibilities that are not realized. In metaphysical notes probably written in 1677, Leibniz points out that the idea of non-existing possibilities has a foundation in our everyday way of thinking about fictions: 

It can be proved that not everything possible exists, viz. in this series of things, or in this space or world, since if we make the fiction that another state would follow the immediately preceding one rather than the one that actually follows, other forms of things would appear, which never would have appeared unless someone said they appear in a different universe, or that there are as many possible universes as there are possible ways to make fictions.
 

Leibniz adds: “If essence were the same as existence, nothing would change in any series. Hence, since existence adds something to essence, it follows that not all things that have essence also have existence, but that there is a peculiar reason to exist.”
 Similarly, in the Elements of True Piety, which contains one of his most extended early discussions of divine agency, he argues for the view that there are non-existing possible substances as follows: “[S]everal series of things can be feigned, and it should not be thought that all possibles exist. Who would think that there cannot be imagined any story which would not actually have existed or is to exist.”
 Again, Leibniz adds: “In other words: since something exists rather than nothing, it is necessary that in Essence itself, or in the possibility, something is contained from which the actual existence follows, and therefore that reality or possibility brings with it some propensity to exist.”
 The idea of a propensity of essences to exist results, to a large extent, from an application of the cognitivist theory of volition to the theory of divine agency. As Leibniz assumes already in the Paris years, God is to be seen as a personal, rational, deliberating being:

God is not something metaphysical, imaginary, incapable of thought, will, action, such as not few thinkers make him, so that the same things follow whether you say God is nature, fate, destiny, necessity, or the world; but God is some substance, person, mind [...]. It has to be shown that God is a person or intelligent substance. It has to be rigorously demonstrated that he senses that he acts on himself […].

If this is the case, everything that holds about rational, deliberating persons is true about God. In the Elements of True Piety, the consequences of such a view are developed:

Also God understands that some things are good; or better than others. Since God has will, and the will is for the sake of the good. In other words: All action of God arises from cognition, all action arising from cognition is voluntary, all voluntary action is the cause of something good or bad.

Given that, as Leibniz claimed in On Affects, good is what contributes to pleasure, and bad what contributes to pain, this can be expressed differently: “some things are more perfect than others [...], therefore for someone knowing them (such as God) they are more enjoyable by the definition of pleasing. Therefore better, since the good is the enjoyable or what contributes to what is enjoyable.”
 Thus, the basic insight of the cognitive theory of volition also holds for the divine mind: knowing the degree of goodness of a thing involves knowing that it is enjoyable to this degree and therefore is identical with wanting it to this degree. In this sense, insight into the degree of the goodness of something involves a degree of inclination, in the case of the divine mind as well as in the case of human minds. Moreover, even if this inclination is overruled by other, stronger inclinations this does not mean that it loses its causal relevance. Rather, the final choice is to be seen as the outcome of several competing inclinations. In this sense, divine cognition of possible substances is, by the very nature of cognition, causally relevant.

Leibniz brings out the connection between divine cognition and will more clearly in his discussion of a possible objection. The objection goes as follows: “God is the cause of things, therefore also of the goodness that is in them. Hence, his will is prior to the goodness of things.”
 Leibniz rejoins: “The response is easy. God is the cause of the existence of things, however not of their essence, so that even if he is the cause of the existence of the good things, he is not the cause of the goodness, which is found in the essence itself by means of thought [...].”
 Thus, cognitive insight into essences is at the same time insight into their degree of goodness. In this sense, insight into essences is intrinsically connected with a certain degree of inclination. In this sense, the ideas of possible substances such as possible human beings in the divine mind “are never indifferent.”
 As Leibniz points out, inclination for the divine mind has a different structure with respect to the temporal order between motives for actions and the actions themselves than inclination for the human mind. In his view, this is the only way to avoid an infinite regress of reasons to act in the divine mind:

God […] freely likes what is more perfect. Therefore, again, a free action is involved. But is it not possible to give a reason for the free action itself? To be sure, if we assume the free action of God to be in time, another, equally free, preceding action of God would be its reason, and so on. If we suppose an eternal free action, we have grasped the reason why God would always form this rather than that. Certainly, this is the Divine nature or perfection; nevertheless, it has to be said that in contingent matters the predicate cannot be demonstrated from the notion of the subject; it is only possible to give a reason for it, which does not necessitate but inclines.

Hence, apart from the differences as to the temporal structure of motives and actions, inclination for the divine mind means exactly the same with respect to necessity as inclination for the human mind. Moreover, inclination governs not only the divine acts on external things but also the course of his thoughts. In this sense, the relation between predicate concepts and subject concepts of possible substances is characterized as one governed by reasons that incline without necessitating.
As Leibniz claims in On Freedom and Grace, something also holds for the acts of divine foreknowledge. They are not a matter of deducing (with logical necessity) future actions of rational creatures from their complete concepts, but rather a matter of knowing their propensities to choose a particular course of action rather than an alternative one: 

Because the assumption that the creature operates without the concourse of God is impossible, it is impossible for God to foresee what the creature will do by means of the force of its own free choice alone. Hence, God can only foresee to which action the Creature will be more inclined. Therefore, the matter reduces to the doctrine of inclinations that do not necessitate.
 
Leibniz’s thought seems to be that knowing the inclinations of rational agents is not enough for deducing insights into their future action because these actions depend on a further causal factor, namely, divine concurrence. Here one might puzzle why Leibniz believed that acts of future divine concurrence would not be transparent for divine foreknowledge. In any case, it is clear that Leibniz believes that, even for the divine mind, contingency cannot be reduced to the idea of the infinite analyzability of contingent propositions. Rather, divine foreknowledge, and thus the evaluation of possible worlds, is based on presumptions about the most probable courses of action rational creatures will take. As is the case for human action, divine action in this case is governed by rules that provide presumptions for a certain course of action. But for this reason, divine action can be superseded by other rules involving insights into a greater degree of what is good in another series of thoughts. If the series of divine thoughts are governed by defeasible inclinations, overruled inclinations remain causally relevant because they contribute to the determination of the choice of action. In this sense, the striving of possibles is ideal in the sense of being dependent on God’s intellect but at the same time also real since divine insight into the degree of goodness of a possible substance always involves a certain degree of a causally relevant inclination to create this substance.

6. Conclusion

The basic insight of Leibniz’s theory of volition is that there is no belief that does not involve a propensity to act according to this belief. This insight has the implication that there are no causally indifferent contents in the divine knowledge of possible substances. This opens up a line of interpretation that would understand the striving of possibles in a non-metaphorical way—thus accommodating the textual evidence that makes a metaphorical interpretation problematic. Such an interpretation leaves room for distinguishing modifications of the divine mind from existing substances. Because the real side of the striving of possibles belongs to the causally relevant aspects of divine cognition, the activity Leibniz ascribes to possible substances is not identical to the activity he ascribes to existing substances. Rather, similarities hold between the structure of the actions of existing rational substances and the actions of God. In Leibniz’s view, what characterizes both the human and the divine mind is the idea that there is no belief about the goodness or badness of a thing detached from the striving for or aversion against this thing. As far as the human mind goes, he surmises that this is implicit in our everyday conception of belief and will. As far as the divine mind goes, the theory of striving possibles is an application of this descriptive insight into the connection between thinking and striving. Thinking the degree of goodness of a possible substance, for the divine mind, is identical with being inclined to a certain degree to create this substance. Because inclinations involve presumptions towards a certain course of thought or action that can be overruled, not all inclinations of the divine mind result in creating actual substances. Nevertheless, because inclinations are determinations that remain causally effective in the choice of a course of action even if they are overruled, insight into the degree of goodness of a possible substance remains causally relevant in the process of creation. In the sense that the striving of possibles is rooted in the divine intellect and will, it is something ideal. However, in the sense that divine insight into the degree of goodness of a possible substance by itself involves causally relevant inclinations to create this substance, possible substances—ideas in the divine intellect—themselves have a causally relevant side. In this sense, their striving towards existence is also something real.
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