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eibniz follows the ancient Socratic tradition according to which only

the virtuous person is truly free. According to this tradition, the vir-
tuous, wise person—the sage—is free in the sense of being self-sufficient:
acting according to reason without being led astray by passions, his
aims are in line with what he can achieve through his own powers. This
view finds a modern expression in Rousseau’s famous claim that “to be
governed by appetite alone is slavery, while obedience to the law which
we have prescribed to ourselves is freedom,” namely “moral freedom,
which alone makes man truly the master of himself.”' Christian Wolff,
working in the Leibnizian tradition, offers the similar claim that the
wise, virtuous man is a free man since he is a “law unto himself.”> And
Kant shows a clear debt to this tradition when he suggests that who-
ever follows the command of reason attains “moral freedom.” Indeed,
Kant’s term “autonomy,” 1.e., (moral) self-legislation, suggests a more
concrete connection with this tradition:* it recalls not only the claims of
Rousseau and Wolff just mentioned, but also the ancient use of the term
“autonomos” (for example by Epictetus) to describe the independence
achieved by the sage.’

Kant’s version of this view is subject to a notorious objection: if the
virtuous alone are free, then how are we responsible for moral evil? And
this raises a question not only about Leibniz’s view, but about the whole
tradition that attributes freedom to the sage: if the sage alone is free,
then how can the rest of us be considered responsible for our actions?
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I1.

For the Stoics, the self-sufficiency (autotelés, autarkés) or freedom (eleu-
theria) achieved through virtue is not a freedom from causal determinism
or fate: far from being exempt from fate, the sage is precisely the one who
accepts fate and is not troubled by irrational passions or affects rebel-
ling against the inevitability of events.” Among modern philosophers,
this kind of view is most forcefully stated by Spinoza, who presents the
exemplar of the free man as the man who, by regarding everything as
necessary, overcomes the servitude of his affects and “lives by reason
alone.”™ Spinoza’s free man does not thereby have a “free will,” that is,
a will free from causal necessity: Spinoza denies free will to the freest
of men and even to God.*

This 1s not to say that those in the Stoic tradition neglected to ad-
dress concerns about moral accountability. Such concerns are especially
relevant to Stoicism on account of its adherence to a deterministic cos-
mology. And indeed, even in antiquity the charge was leveled against
the Stoics that their cosmology implied that humans cannot be held
accountable for their actions. Plutarch gives voice to this concern: “Chry-
sippus grants an unrestricted licence for vice when he treats it as not
only the product of necessity or in accordance with fate, but also as in
accordance with god’s reason and with the best nature.”" For their part,
the Stoics sought to avoid this unwanted consequence without abandon-
ing their characteristic determinism: they argued that our actions or
choices “happen because of us” (par’ hémas gignesthai) or are “depen-
dent on us” (eph’ hémin or in nostra potestate) in a way that preserves
moral accountability without undermining causal determinism.!' This
accountability is not based on freedom (eleutheria), but rather on our
spontaneity or self-command (autexousia).'?

The important point to see here is that, for the Stoics, the question
whether our character or our actions “depend on us” is quite distinct
from the question whether we have the freedom of a sage. The ordinary
person who lives according to “passions” is no less responsible for his
character and actions than the sage: a passion is a false desire contain-
Ing an assent to the impression that something is good (e.g., wealth and
honor) or bad (e.g., death) when it is in fact neither good nor bad but
rather “indifferent.” This assent is imputed to the ordinary person since
it issues from his own mind; his assent is the result of his own nature,
not result of coercion.” The freedom of the sage does not consist in an
increased accountability for such assent or its resultant actions—as if
only the sage’s assents lacked external coercion. His freedom consists
rather in the noble condition of liberality achieved us a result of assent-
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ing only to what is truly good or good by nature: the sage is free in the
sense of being “fearless, magnanimous, and not humbled.™

To understand the nature of this freedom achieved by assenting
only to what 18 good by nature, it is helpful to remember that the Greek
word that the Stoics use for “freedom” (eleutheria) has a strong political
connotation; it is contrasted with tyranny and especially with slavery
(douleia).’® The view that only the sage is truly free is thus of a piece
with the Socratic/Platonic view that only the philosopher is a ruler in the
authoritative sense. In this vein, Epictetus remarks: “In every subject
the man who possesses a skill must necessarily be superior to the man
who lacks it. So in general, the man who possesses knowledge of how to
live, how can he be anything other than the master?”'® Thus Diogenes
Laertius reports that Zeno of Citium depicted “only the virtuous people
in his Republic as citizens and friends, relations, and free [eleutherous],”
while “all who are not virtuous are foes, enemies, slaves, and estranged
from one another™” And he reports further that the Stoics claim that
in addition to being free, “the wise are also kings, since kingship is rule
that is answerable to no one.™*®

To describe the sage as free in this sense would be to portray him as
being without the passions whose satisfaction would depend on circum-
stances beyond his control. This is contrasted with the ordinary person
possessed by passions, who is in a condition of slavery: just as a slave’s
desires are satisfied only at the whim of the tyrant or master, so the
desires of the person with passions are satistied only by chance or at the
whim other human beings. If, for example, I love honor as something
good and fear death as something bad, I will be dependent on the esteem
of others and will act according to other people’s wishes in order to win
their favor and avoid violence at their hands. And since my desires will
be directed in this way at what I cannot ultimately control, I can never
be happy. But, again, this lack of power to attain what matters most
to me does not at all diminish my accountability for assenting to the
impressions that honor is good and that death is bad, the assents that
make me obsequious and fearful. Epictetus is characteristically clear
on this point:

And can anyone compel you to desire what you do not wish?-—"No one.
... But when I desire something, someone can hinder me from get-
ting what I desire.’ If you desire something that is your own and not
subject to hindrance how will he hinder you?—1In no way.’ . . . [Y]ou
are handing yourself over to be a slave and putting your head under
the yoke if you admire anything that is not your own and hunger for
anything that is subject to others and mortal.”



[SV]
<
v

HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY QUARTERLY

In other words, it 1s my own continuing assent to these impressions that

sntangles me 1n relations of dependence on things and other people,
Relations of dependence do not coerce me to value wealth and esteem;
my valuing of wealth and esteem is rather the root of these relations of
dependence. The sage, by contrast, desires nothing that would make his
success and happiness limited by chance or the whim of other people,
and he can therefore never be defeated by external occurrences or
manipulated or humbled by others: “That man is free who lives as he
wishes; who can be neither compelled, nor hindered, nor constrained;
whose impulses are unimpeded, who attains his desires and does not
fall into what he wants to avoid.”*! Freedom (eleutheria) is thus what
distinguishes the sage from the ordinary person.?? Wisdom imparts a
dignity to the sage analogous to, but far greater than, the dignity of the
free citizen in control of his own destiny.

I1I.

The Stoics were able to keep questions of accountability distinct from
questions of the freedom of the sage by employing an unambiguous
vocabulary for each area of discussion.? But this option was not easily
available to those modern philosophers who were drawn to the moral
ideal of the Stoic sage: the Latin term for the freedom of the sage,
libertas, had been well-established by the modern period as a term
indicating a precondition of moral accountability.?* Therefore, to deny
freedom (libertas) to the will would have aroused the suspicion that
one was exculpating sinners of their crimes. This was not a problem
for someone like Spinoza, who was not concerned with the problems
of moral accountability associated with the free will tradition. He was
happy to reserve the term “freedom” for the independence achieved by
the sage, and he even criticized the Stoics themselves for suggesting
that the passions “depend entirely on our will.”#

Like Spinocza before him, Leibniz endorsed an account of what we
might call the freedom of the sage.” But unlike Spinoza, Leibniz took
the problems of the free will tradition very seriously. Indeed, the prob-
lem of our accountability for sin occupied a central place in Leibniz’s
philosophizing from the earliest stages of his career.

When the young Leibniz confronts the problem of accountability for
sin, one of his central concerns is to counter the libertarian solution
offered by de Molina and his followers. He objects to the Molinists’
presupposition of an indifferentia pura—an ability “to will this or that
without some cause’—as incompatible with God’s omniscience and
omnipotence: like the rest of created nature, acts of willing must have
sufficiently determining causes. In an essay dated to 16701671, Leibniz
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claims that this necessitation of the will is compatible with account-
ability for sin since the will is determined by “the apparent goodness”

of things: whatever the human being does he does of necessity, but he
still “can do what he wills and will what he finds good.””” This strategy
mirrors the Stoic strategy for making room for moral accountability
within a deterministic universe.

Leibniz soon rejects the implication of this early account that the free-
dom of the will is compatible with the necessity of all created nature. In
an essay dated to 1677-1680, Leibniz objects to the necessitarianism of
the “sect of new Stoics.”? But of course this does not mean that he defects
to the Molinist view that the contingency required for freedom presup-
poses a local, psychological “indifference” regarding possible objects of
the will.”® He appeals instead to the contingency of all of created nature.
All of created nature is contingent since other worlds are intrinsically
possible in the sense that they are not logically contradictory. Since it is
logically possible that the sinner could have instead chosen the path of
virtue, his choice was contingent. This is true even though it is impossible
for him to have chosen otherwise given that this is the world that was
actually created (and even though God Himself is determined to choose
this world). In short, the choice of the sinner is hypothetically, but not
logically or absolutely necessary.® The causality of the human will is
merely a particular case of such contingency. The appeal to such universal
contingency vindicates his own earlier account of freedom: he can now
say that although the will is moved by the representation of the best with
complete certainty, the reasons offered by the intellect (its representations
of what is good) merely “incline” the will without “necessitating” it:

God determines our will to choose what seems better, without, how-
ever, necessitating it. For, absolutely speaking, the will is in a state
of indifference, as opposed to one of necessity, and it has the power
to do otherwise or even to suspend its action completely; these two
alternatives are possible and remain so."

With this account, Leibniz preserves the contingency required for free-
dom without undermining the universal applicability of the principle
of sufficient reason.

Since this contingency is universal, the question remains how hu-
man agency differs from the rest of nature. Leibniz’s answer to this
question is essentially continuous with his earlier position that a free
agent is one that “can do what he wills and will what he finds good”: the
intellect’s perceptions of what is best depend not only on the perceived
objects, but also on the agent’s own temperament. He concludes that
the will therefore conforms to Aristotle’s definition of the voluntary
or, as Leibniz calls it, the “spontaneous,” namely that the principle or
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origin (principium, arché) of action hes in the agent: “spontaneum est,
cum principium actionis in agente.” But spontaneity is also merely a
necessary and not a sufficient condition for the attribution of freedom
since brute animals (and perhaps even falling stones) can be said to be
spontaneous according to this definition.* Leibniz therefore claims, ap-
pealing again to Aristotle, that “free” means “spontaneum cum electione”
(spontaneous with choice). That is, freedom is spontaneity in accordance
with rational appetite and intelligent deliberation concerning the ap-
propriate means towards one’s end.*

Leibniz’s account of spontaneity is, of course, enriched by his de-
velopment of a metaphysics of monads. But the particulars of this
development need not concern us here. What is relevant here is that
Leibniz continues to maintain the essentials of this account of freedom
throughout his career. He therefore speaks of freedom in the Theodicy (of
1710) in terms of “the two conditions of freedom mentioned by Aristotle,
that is, spontaneity and intelligence, which are found united in us in
deliberation, whereas the beasts lack the second condition”™ Freedom
is spontaneitas rationalis or intelligentis, that is, rational spontaneity
or the spontaneity of an intelligent being.*

IV.

Leibniz’s account of the compatibility of the principle of sufficient reason
with the freedom of the will in important respects resembles the Stoics’
account of the compatibility of their fatalism with that which “depends
on us”: In each case, our judgments concerning what is good and bad
constitute our own nature or character, thus determining us to act in a
way that preserves our accountability.

However, it might seem that the Stoics’ strategy for preserving moral
accountability is not available to Leibniz on account of his definition of
freedom in terms of intelligence and rationality. Leibniz says:

There is more freedom where more is done from reason, and there is
more slavery where more is done trom the passions of the soul. For
the more we act from reason, the more we follow the perfection of our
own nature. And surely the more we act from passions, the more we
are enslaved to the power of external things.”

Leibniz claims that true freedom arises only with wisdom, thus only
with an adequute and complete conception of what is best. Consequently,
only God is truly free, whereas human beings are slaves who can attain
freedom only to the extent that they turn toward virtue by extirpating
the passions hindering them from the cognition of what is truly best.
But if the freedom essential for moral accountability were realized only
by God and approximated only by the sage, then it would follow that the
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more sinful we are, the less free and hence less accountable we would
be. That is certainly an awkward view for someone who places human
responsibility for sin at the center of his theodicical project.

V.

Leibniz’s account of the freedom attained through wisdom has not pro-
voked the sort of objection made against Kant’s similar view: that it seems
to call into question the freedom and hence moral accountability of the
sinner. But it seems that Leibniz would be vulnerable to that objection
unless he can maintain a principled distinction between the freedom of
the sage and the freedom that consists in being spontaneous with choice
or intelligence. We have seen that a parallel distinction is implicitly drawn
by the Stoics, and it would thus be natural for Leibniz to do so as well.

Despite this fact, commentators have not attributed to Leibniz an
awareness of such a distinction between free will and the freedom of the
sage.® In fact, Leibniz himself might seem to undermine the possibility
of drawing such a distinction: in his dynamics of the physical world,
Leibniz uses the term “passion” to distinguish what 1s acted upon as
opposed to what acts.*® Therefore “genuine substances are active only
when their perceptions ... are becoming better developed and more
distinct, just as they are passive only when their perceptions are be-
coming more confused.”® This might seem to imply that a person under
the sway of passions does not act with free will since he does not really
act but is only acted upon. However, it is probably best to think of the
action/passion distinction from dynamics to be at most analogous to the
reason/passion distinction from moral psychology. After all, to call an
event an “action” or to call a being “active” in the context of dynamics
is by no means to invoke the concept of freedom. More importantly, it
seems clear that in the relevant context of moral psychology, Leibniz
considers passions to be compatible with free will: they mark an im-
perfection rather than a lack of intelligence or choice. Hence Leibniz
remarks concerning spontaneity: “on a rigorous definition, the soul has
within it the principle of all its actions, and even of all its passions, and
... the same is true in all the simple substances scattered throughout
nature, although there is freedom only in those that are intelligent.”!!
This passage would not be intelligible if our passions undermined the
freedom defined as spontaneity with choice or intelligence.

In fact, Leibniz does distinguish the freedom that ensures moral ac-
countability from the special freedom attained through the perfection of
the intellect. To be sure, Leibniz confuses matters by frequently speaking
of both kinds of freedom without distinguishing them. This is unfortu-
nate since the two kinds of freedom are almost bound to be confused



210 HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY QUARTERLY

since they both can be defined in terms of the perception and choice of
the good. But when the issue of the ambiguity of the word “freedom” is
raised in the New Essays, Leibniz draws the relevant distinction:

The freedom to will [la liberté de vouloir] is also understood in two
different senses: one of them stands in contrast with the mind’s im-
perfection or slavery [esclavage], which is an imposition or constraint,
though an inner one like that which the passions impose; and the other
sense is employed when freedom is contrasted with necessity. Employ-
ing the former sense, the Stoics said that only the sage is free; and
one’s mind is indeed not free when it is possessed by a great passion,
for then one cannot will as one should, i.e., with proper deliberation.
It is in this way that God alone is perfectly free, and that created
minds are free only in proportion as they are above passion; and this
is a kind of freedom which, properly speaking, pertains to our intellect
[entendement]. But the freedom of the mind that is contrasted with
necessity pertains to the bare will [la volonté nue], insofar as this is
distinguished from the intellect. It is what is known as ‘free will’ [le
franc-arbitre}; it consists in the view that the strongest reasons or
impressions which the intellect presents to the will do not prevent the
act of will from being contingent, and do not confer upon it an absolute
or (so to speak) metaphysical necessity. It is in this sense that [ always
say that the intellect can determine the will, in accordance with which
perceptions and reasons prevail, in a manner which, although it is
certain and infallible, inclines without necessitating.*

Unfortunately, even this passage 1s less than fully clear. By contrast-
ing the freedom of the sage with the freedom from necessity, Leibniz
might seem to be introducing the freedom of the sage as a gloss on the
spontaneity with choice or intelligence that distinguishes the human
soul from other simple substances.* And that would subject Leibniz to
an acute problem about the freedom of the imperfect intelligent being
and therefore about our accountability for sin.

However, the emphasis here on the contingency of the “bare” will
does not mean that Leibniz thinks a “free will” can lack spontaneity and
intelligence. The emphasis is typical for Leibniz and can be traced to
the fact that he takes necessitarianism (for example in Spinozism and
theological voluntarism) to be the real threat to the freedom of the will.
Despite this emphasis, the passage defines “the free will” not merely in
the metaphysical terms of contingency, but also in moral-psychological
terms: the intellect inclines without necessitating the will. And a few
pages later Leibniz makes clear that he intends this phrase to express the
combination of contingency and intelligence required for freedom: “the
determination to which motions are subject is blindly compelling [brute];
whereas it is free, 1.e., accompanied by choice, in a thinking being, who is
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only inclined and not forced by considerations of good and bad.”*! When

Leibniz defines freedom as spontancitas intelligentis or rationalis, he
means that the free will is spontaneum cum electione, not that freedom
requires that electio to be aiming at what is truly the best.

With this in mind, we can see that Leibniz is offering the following
distinction in the passage from the New Essays: whereas the sage'’s
freedom is achieved by knowing the best, the freedom required for moral
accountability is the freedom to choose whatever we take to be best.
And whereas the sage’s freedom is possessed in its perfect form only
by God, the freedom to choose what we take to be best 1s possessed by
every will—good as well as evil, infinite as well as finite.” Indeed, the
implication is that the human will, considered in itself (i.e., apart from
the intellect and thus apart from the adequacy of its judgments concern-
ing what is best), is just as free as God in choosing what it takes to be
good.* This also gives sense to Leibniz’s remark in the passage from
the New Essays that the “slavery” of the mind is an “inner” constraint:
presumably he means to contrast such an “inner” constraint with the
“outer” constraint experienced by non-intelligent beings, e.g., through
(apparent or “phenomenal”) physical interactions. Even though we are
sinners, “our spontaneity suffers no exception.”*"

The distinction between free will and the freedom of the sage allows
Leibniz to claim without contradiction that “that evil state of the slave,
which is also our own, does not prevent us (any more than him) from
making a free choice of that which pleases us most.”® That is, although
the evil will lacks the freedom that pertains to the intellect, it nonethe-
less acts according to its own (imperfect) perception of the good. Indeed,
slavery is a universal condition of the human tree will:

Man in his fallen and unregenerate state is under the domination
of sin and of Satan because it pleases him to be so; he is a voluntary
slave through his evil concupiscence. Hence a free will and an enslaved
will are one and the same thing [le franc arbitre et le serf arbitre sont
une méme chose].*

The important implication here is that it would be a confusion to object
that the freedom contrasted with slavery cannot serve as a basis for moral
accountability. Whatever Leibniz has to say about moral accountability
does not rely on an appeal to the distinctive freedom achieved by the sage.
Moral accountability is instead based on the freedom that the human being
possesses quite apart from his virtue or vice, from his wisdom or foolishness:
namely the freedom to be inclined by the perception of the good without
being necessitated, that is the freedom of a spontaneous intellignce.™

The University of Nevada, Las Vegas
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