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Leibniz and Spinoza on
Substance and Mode

Christia Mercer

For decades, scholars have attributed forms of Spinozism to Leibniz.
Because Leibniz heard about Spinoza’s Etbics in the winter of 1675-76,
because he uses Spinozistic terminology in essays of 1676, and because
some of his comments reek of Spinozism, it has often been assumed
that he was deeply influenced by the thought of Spinoza and it has
sometimes been claimed that he was himself a Spinozist for a while in
the 1670s. Ludwig Stein began the discussion in 1890 with his proposal
that Leibniz went through a “Spinoza freundliche” period between
1676 and 1679.* In 1900, Bertrand Russell made the point with charac-
teristic verve: Leibniz “tends with slight alterations of phraseology, to
adopt (without acknowledgment) the views of the decried Spinoza.”?
More nonnbm&awocnn Adams has claimed that in 1676 Leibniz toyed
with Spinozistic pantheism where the latter is taken to be the denial of
“the ontological externality” of created things.3

In this paper, I argue that Leibniz was never a pantheist of any sort.
While it is surely true'that he was fascinated with the metaphysics of
the Ethics and that he responded to the details of Spinoza’s system for
much of his long life, it is false that Spinozistic pantheism ever seriously
tempted him. Once we place the essays of 1676 in their proper histori-
cal and philosophical context and once we consider all the relevant
texts, the specter of pantheism dissolves and Leibniz’s conception of
the relation between God and creatures emerges as one in a long line
of Platonist accounts. In section 1, I summarize the evidence that schol-
ars have presented for Leibniz’s so-called pantheism. In sections 2 and
3, I present the proper theological and philosophical context within
which to compare the views of Leibniz and Spinoza. In section 4, I
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show that, once we place Leibniz’s works of 1676 in this context, it is
possible to discern for the first time exactly how he conceived the rela-
tion between God and creatures. In section 5, I reconsider some of the
evidence offered for Leibniz’s so-called Spinozistic pantheism and show
that it implies neither pantheism nor anything else theologically unor-
thodox. Finally, in section 6, the substance-mode relation as used by
Leibniz is briefly compared to that of Spinoza. Against the historical
and philosophical background set in the previous sections, the radical
difference between the two positions becomes clear. We can safely con-
clude that Leibniz was not tempted by Spinozistic pantheism.

1. Leibniz’s ‘Spinozistic Pantheism™

Leibniz was introduced to the philosophy of the Ethics and to Spinoza
himself in 1676. According to the standard story of Leibniz’s philosoph-
ical development, the earliest signs of his metaphysics appear in 1679.
Therefore, it has been reasonable to assume that a window of opportu-
nity existed in the years 1676~79 within which Leibniz might have ab-
sorbed important aspects of Spinoza’s thought before constructing his
own philosophy.5 The German editors of Leibniz’s philosophical pa-
pers added significantly to the debate when they published for the first
time in 1980 all the notes and papers surrounding Leibniz’s first contact
with Spinoza’s Ethics.® During the four years Leibniz spent in France
(1672-76), his intellectual energies were focused primarily on mathe-
matical and technical problems. The results include the construction
of a calculating machine that was successfully demonstrated in early
1675 and the development of the calculus in the autumn of that year.
Also in the fall of that year, Leibniz met and became friendly with
Ehrenfried Walther von Tschirnhaus, a young nobleman from Saxony,
who had spent time in both England and the Netherlands. When
Tschirnhaus arrived in Paris, he had a letter of introduction from Henry
Oldenburg, the secretary of the Royal Society, to Leibniz; he also had a
thorough familiarity with the philosophy of Spinoza, which he had ac-
quired during a lengthy stay in Amsterdam.” When Leibniz met Tschirn-
haus in September 1675, he found the young man intellectually promis-
ing and personally engaging. The two developed a friendly relationship
and began working together on mathematical matters.? By early 1676,
Tschirnhaus had gotten to know Leibniz well enough to trust him with
an account of the Ethics, or at least an account of its salient features.
The brief notes that Leibniz took on their discussion—probably from
February 1676—constitute his first reference to that text and indicate
that he had gotten the gist of Spinoza’s metaphysics. Leibniz writes, for
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example, that “God alone is substance . . . Creatures are nothing but
modes” (VI iii 385). Within days of writing these notes, Leibniz began
to produce a number of philosophical essays to which the Academy
editors have given the title De summa rerum and which cluster around
the topic of God and God’s relation to creatures. It is in these essays
that Leibniz refers to Spinoza, uses Spinozistic terminology, and ap-
pears to embrace ‘Spinozistic pantheism’.

It is striking that, since the publication of the De summa rerum
papers, two Leibniz scholars have used them to argue for Leibniz’s
Spinozism. Independently of one another, Mark Kulstad and Robert
Adams have adopted the term ‘pantheism’ and argued that, while Leib-
niz was always opposed to some elements in Spinoza’s metaphysics,
he was not opposed to others. It is interesting that Kulstad and Adams
offer the same passages from the De summa rerum and related texts
as evidence for Leibniz’s ‘Spinozistic pantheism’.? In particular, Leibniz
makes three claims that strongly suggest an endorsement of Spinozism.
For example, in October 1676, Leibniz took notes on some letters that
Oldenburg had received from Spinoza. Leibniz writes: “It can surely be
said that all things are one, that all things are in God, in the same way
the effect is contained in its full cause [causa sua plena) and a prop-
erty of any subject [is contained] in the essence of that same mcgm.nn:
(V1 iii 370). Now, consider a related passage of April 1676, this time
from the De summa rerum €ssays:

It seems to me that the origin of things from God is of the same kind as
the origin of properties from an essence; just as 6=1+1+1+1+
1+ 1, therefore6 =3 +3,=3 X 2, = 4 + 2, etc. Nor may one doubt
that the one expression [unam expressionem] differs from the other, for
in one way we think of the number 3 or the number 2 expressly, and in
another way we do not; but it is certain that the number 3 is not thought
of by someone who thinks of six units at the same time. It would be
thought of, if the person were to impose a limit after three had been
thought. Much less does someone who thinks of six units at the same
time think of multiplication. So just as these properties differ from each
other and from essence, so do things differ from each other and from
God.1

In both of these passages, Leibniz claims that things are related to God
as properties are related to essence. About texts like these, Adams as-
serts: “Leibniz is nor moved to speak clearly of the world as an addi-
tional ‘result’ outside the divine being.”*!

As for the second claim, consider another passage of April 1676 also
from the De summa rerum €ssays:




276 Christia Mercer
There is the same variety in any kind of world, and this is nothing other
than the same essence related in various ways, as if you were to look at
the same town from various places; or, if you relate the essence of the
number 6 to the number 3, it will be 3 X 2 or 3 + 2 [sic], but if you
relate it to the number 4 it will be 6/4 = 3/2, or 6 + 4 X 3/2. So it is not
surprising that the things produced are in a certain way different. (VI iii
523: Pk 83)

Although the text is not clear, the suggestion is that the divine essence
is like a town in that it can be viewed variously and like a number in
that it can be expressed in a variety of ways. It follows that, like the
different mathematical expressions of the number 6 or the different
views of the same town, each creature is different from the others and
yet contains the same divine essence. The same point is made more
clearly in another text from an essay of the same month:

The essence of God consists in the fact that he is the subject of all compat-
ible attributes. But any property or affection of God involves his whole
essence. . . . But when all other things are related to any attribute, there
result modifications [modificationes] in it. Hence it comes about that the
same Essence of God is expressed wholly [expressa sit tota) in any kind
of World. (V1 iii 514: Pk 69-71)
Here the implication is that a world is a modification of God and
thereby expresses or in some sense contains the divine essence.
Finally, most persuasive of all is the fact that Leibniz applies the sub-
stance-mode relation to God and creatures. He writes in an essay ap-
parently composed in preparation for his meeting with Spinoza:

It can easily be demonstrated that all things are distinguished, not as sub-
stances (i.e., radically) but as modes. . . . Therefore, the essence of all
things is the same, and things differ only modally, just as a town seen
from 2 high point differs from the town seen from a plain. If only those
things which are separated are really different or which one can perfectly
understand without the other, it follows that no thing really differs from
another, but that all things are one, just as Plato argues in the Parmen-
ides.1?

As Adams reads this passage, “Leibniz flatly affirms the Spinozistic idea
that finite things are only modes.”** Kulstad concurs: “we can easily
believe that Leibniz is saying here that God’s essence is the essence of
all things, and that it follows from this that [finite] things are not sepa-
rate substances at all, but rather modes or properties of God, contained
in God’s essence.”*

On the basis of these and other facts, the following developmental
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story has suggested itself: Leibniz arrived in Paris in 1672, a young whip-
persnapper from the (philosophical) backwoods of Germany, with lots
of philosophical ideas, but no original system of his own. In Paris, he
directed his formidable energies toward mathematical and physical
problems. With the invention of the calculus in 1675, he was ripe to
return to philosophy. When Tschirnhaus placed the metaphysics of Spi-
noza at his feet toward the beginning of 1676, Leibniz found it enor-
mously enticing. On his way to Hanover in the autumn of that year,
he made a pilgrimage to Amsterdam where he met and exchanged
philosophical arguments with Spinoza himself. Over the next few years,
Leibniz struggled with Spinozism and other philosophical positions
until his own system was born in 1679. This is an impressive develop-
mental story based on a number of well-documented facts.

But it is false. The first point to note is that there are some significant
facts that conflict with this story. Perhaps the most damaging of these
is that many of the core doctrines of Leibniz’s metaphysics are in place
in 1671-72.) Among these doctrines is the commitment to the self-
sufficiency and activity of substance where the idea is that created sub-
stances have their own principle or source of activity and hence are
metaphysically distinct from God. Once we recognize that Leibniz ar-
rived in Paris with his core metaphysics in hand, it seems much less
likely that Spinoza’s system would have so overwhelmed him. Another
fact that conflicts with our developmental story is that there are a num-
ber of passages throughout the Paris period that imply a distinction
between God and creatures. As in his pre-Paris texts, Leibniz insists that
each created substance has its own principle or source of activity in
terms of which its actions can be explained and in terms of which it
can be distinguished—as a substance—from God. For example, in an
essay written sometime in 167375, he explains “that every substance
acts [agere] and every acting thing [agens] is called a substance. Now
we can show from the inner principles of metaphysics that what is not
active does not exist, for there is not such a thing as mere potentiality
to act.” Leibniz continues:

There are certainly many and important things to be said . . . about the
principle of activity or what the scholastics called substantial form, from
which a great light is thrown on Natural Theology and . . . the mysteries
of faith. The result is that not only souls but all substances can be said to
exist in a place only through the operation of their active principle, that
souls can be destroyed by no power of body; and that every power of
acting [omnem agendi vim) exists from the highest mind whose will is
the final reason for all things, the cause being universal harmony; that
God as creator can unite the body to the soul, and that in fact, every finite
soul is embodied, even the angels are not excepted.’¢
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There is much that is interesting here. What is most important for our
purposes, however, is the fact that God creates substances so that, al-
though their power ultimately depends on their divine source, never-
theless the substances have their own power of acting and therefore
are distinct from their creator. Roughly, Leibniz’s assumption seems to
be that, because created substances have their own principle of activity
and their own substantial form and because they are embodied in some
bit of matter, they are in some obvious sense distinct from God. The
texts of 1676 are strewn with evidence of a similar distinction between
God and creatures. According to Leibniz, the active things in a world
are mind-like substances which are “the true entities” and “are one.””??
He insists that each substance contains its own “principle of individua-
tion” (VI iii 490: Pk 51) by means of which it is distinguished from
every other substance (and presumably therefore from God). At times,
Leibniz is explicit about the relation between God and creatures: “God
does not form part of things, rather, he is their principle.”

On the basis of such facts, it is perfectly clear that our original devel-
opmental story contains serious mistakes. But these facts themselves
do not preclude the possibility that Leibniz went through some sort of
Spinozistic frenzy in 1676. While it is surely noteworthy that the young
man arrived in Paris with his core metaphysics in tow and that there
are signs of that metaphysics in 1676, it remains perfectly possible that,
at the heady culmination of his work on the calculus, he found the
grandeur of Spinoza’s system enticing. Besides the texts that Kulstad
and Adams highlight, there are a number of others that, though not
exactly Spinozistic, blur the distinction between God and creatures. In
fact, throughout 1676, Leibniz is happy both to offer the distinction
noted above between the activity of God and that of creature and to
blur that distinction. It is clear that, according to Leibniz, God is iz
created things. For example, as part of an account for the indestructibil-
ity of creatures, he argues that “God is indeed the form of life” so that
whatever “participates in life is not able to be distinguished” (VI iii
295). In a related essay, he insists that “there is something divine in
mind . . . and this is the same as the omniscience of God” (VI iii 391:
Pk 43).

Nor is that all. There are other passages written in 1676 which are
even more extreme. Leibniz writes:

This [divine] mind, like a soul, exists as a whole in the whole body of the
World; the existence of things is certainly due to this mind. It is the cause
of itself. Existence is nothing other than that which is the cause of consis-
tent perceptions. The reason [ratio] of things is the aggregate of all the
requisites of things. God comes from God. The whole infinite is one.
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Particular minds exist, in short, simply because the highest Being judges
it harmonious that there should exist somewhere what understands, or is
a certain intellectual mirror, or replica of the world. To exist is nothing
other than to be Harmonious; the mark of existence is consistent percep-
tions. (VI iii 474: Pk 25)

For our purposes, it is particularly important that God is supposed to
be in the world. When we combine comments like these with the pas-
sages taken from the De summa rerum and related texts quoted
above, we are left with the strong impression that Leibniz’s views about
the relation between God and creatures are either confused or incon-
sistent. On the one hand, he suggests that God is distinct from created
substances; on the other, he says that God is in creatures and that
creatures are properties and modes of God. Is there any way of making
sense of these claims?

The short answer is yes. I offer an explanation in sections 2 and 3
of how—for Leibniz and many other theists—God is in creatures and
creatures are in God. In the process, I show that the query about Leib-
niz's pantheism is misguided. In fact, the assumption that a pantheist
is someone who denies that finite things are “outside the divine being”
is historically wrong-headed.” For the sake of convenience, I center
my discussion of Leibniz’s ‘Spinozistic pantheism’ around an analysis
of the substance-mode relation as it applies to God and creatures, what
1 call the divine substance-mode relation. There are at least two as-
sumptions at work in the discussions about Leibniz’s ‘Spinozistic pan-
theism’: (1) the pantheist is someone who denies that created 95m.m
are ontologically external to God; (2) to use the substance-mode termi-
nology of the Spinozistic sort (that is, to use the divine substance-mode
relation) is equivalent to denying the ontological externality of crea-
tures. From these two assumptions it follows that, because Leibniz de-
scribes the relation between God and creatures in De summa rerum
and related texts as that between substance and mode and because he
implies that relation in other passages, he was tempted by Spinozistic
pantheism, at least for a while. I argue below that both of these assump-
tions are false. Leibniz’s acceptance of the divine substance-mode rela-
tion implies nothing about pantheism, of any variety. This vnnoBWm
clear when we place his use of the substance-mode terminology within
two philosophical traditions: Platonist theism and the important (but
unnoticed) history of the substance-mode relation. Let’s consider each
of these in turn.

2. Pantheism, Ontological Externality, and Theism.

Against the history of Judeo-Christian theism, our first assumption
seems odd and I believe that most medieval, Renaissance, and early
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modern philosophers would have taken it to be so. In fact, as far as I
can tell, the theism of such thinkers demanded that everything depend
entirely on God, that everything be iz God, and that God be iz every-
thing. The New Testament is full of such demands. As Paul writes to
the Ephesians, there is: “One God and Father of all, who is above all,
and through all, and ¢z you all” (Ephesians 4:6). Concerning the fact
that everything is % God, consider this passage from Acts: “For in Him
we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28); while Paul writes
to the Romans: God is that “of whom all things are, through whom all
things are, 7z whom all things are” (Rom. 11:36). These sorts of biblical
passages encouraged early theists, whether the first-century Jew, Philo
of Alexandria, or the fourth-century Christian, Augustine of Hippo, to
believe that God was i7 everything and everything was iz God. In brief,
within the context of western theism, an insistence on the ontological
externality of creatures simply seems wrong-headed. According to the
greatest Jewish and Christian thinkers, there is nothing external to God
and moreover the ontological inclusion of creatures within the divine
is theologically exactly right. Consider these remarkable claims in the
eleventh-century Monologion by Anselm of Canterbury. First, Anselm
explains: “The supreme essence is in and through all things. All things
are through and in—and out of—the supreme essence” (sect. 14). Lest
we think that there is no distinction between God and creatures, An-
selm insists: ““This {divine] spirit exists unqualifiedly. Compared to it,
created things do not exist” (sect. 28).% In the fifteenth century, Mar-
silio Ficino wrote a letter to a friend that contains a brief dialogue be-
tween God and the soul. In Ficino’s dialogue, God explains:
!

“I am both with you and within you. I am indeed with you, because I am
in you; I am in you, because you are in me. If you were not in me you
would not be yourself, indeed, you would not be at all.” God continues:
“Behold, I say, do you not see? I fill heaven and earth, I penetrate and
contain them. . . . Behold, do you not see? I pass into everything unmin-
gled, so that I may surpass all; for I am also able to enter and permeate at
the same time, to enter completely and to make one, being unity itself,
through which all things are made and endure, and which all things
seek.”

In brief, God exclaims: “in me are all things, out of me come all things
and by me are all things sustained forever and everywhere.”’?!

Nor were such theists either philosophically or theologically unso-
phisticated. They were perfectly aware of the grave theological prob-
lems that such views about the relation between God and creatures
posed. As Augustine nicely makes the point, worrying aloud to God in
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the Confessions: “Without you, whatever exists would not exist. But
does what exists contain you? I also have being . . . which I would not
have unless you were in me. Or rather, I would have no being if I were
not in you” (book I, sect. 2). For such theists, there were two closely
related questions: how can creatures be in the transcendent God? and,
moreover, how can the transcendent God be in its creatures? For inspi-
ration, early Christians like Augustine turned to Plotinus and Philo, who
themselves of course were thoroughly indebted to Plato, or at least
their version of Plato. Although I can only sketch an answer to these
questions here, let me do that. Concerning the first question, namely,
how the creatures can be iz the transcendent God, theists endorsed a
distinction between the supreme Being as wholly independent and as
that on which all else depends. Whereas the divinity is self-sufficient
and exists independently of all its creatures, the creatures depend fully
and constantly on it. In this sense, a creature can be said to exist in
God just in case the whole being and nature of the creature depends
continually on the divine. To use the language of these philosophers,
a creature “exists in”” God because the being and nature of the creature
“flows from” the divine. The classic analogy is to the sun whose rays
depend entirely on it while it depends on nothing.

As to our second question, namely, how the transcendent God is
supposed to be in its creatures, the same problem occurs in the great
Plotinus himself. According to him, the One or Supreme Being is
“alone by itself”” and simple, while it is also “everywhere” and “fills all
things.”?? Before I present the Platonist answer to our second question,
it is important to remember that for Philo, Augustine, and many theists,
the Platonic Forms or Ideas were taken to be Ideas in the mind of
God.» Many Renaissance and early modern Platonists considered these
Ideas to be the attributes of God, where the basic point was that these
attributes were the eternal simple essences which the divine mind con-
ceives and then uses as models for the things of the world. Platonists
like Augustine and Philo employed this account of the divine intellect
to explain how the transcendent God can be said to be #n creatures.
The explanation depends on the Plotinian notion of emanative causa-
tion.2¢ Oversimplifying somewhat, the basic assumption is that any
product of God contains the divine essence but in an inferior way. If
the perfect God has an attribute f, then God can emanate f-ness to a
lower being or creature. In the emanative relation, God loses nothing
while the creature comes to instantiate f-ness. God remains transcen-
dent and pure, while the creature becomes an imperfect manifestation
of the perfect f. The emanative process is assumed to be continual so
that the creature will have f just in case God emanates f-ness to it. The
point here may be summarized as follows: the Theory of Emanative
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Causation claims that, for a being A that is more perfect than a being
B, A can emanate its attribute f-ness to B in such a way that neither A
nor A’s f-ness is depleted in any way, while B has f-ness, though in a
manner inferior to the way it exists in A. The emanative process is
continual so that B will instantiate f-ness if and only if A emanates f-
ness to it.

We are now prepared to explain how it is that the divine transcends
its products and yet is in them. The perfection and transcendence of
God remains unchanged while it continually emanates its attributes to
its products, which then have those attributes in an imperfect and
hence distinctive manner. Plotinus distinguishes neatly between the
transcendent One and its products when he explains that the former
“is like the things, which have come to be” except that they are “on
their level” and “it [the One] is better” (Enneads, V1.8.14.33-34). To
put it in non-Plotinian language, the Supreme Being is iz the creatures
in the sense that it emanates its attributes to them; it remains transcen-
dent from them because it neither loses anything in the emanative
process nor gives them any part of itself. In the Confessions, Augustine
suggests that it was Platonists like Plotinus who helped him see the
solution to the problem. As he confesses:

1 considered all the other things that are of a lower order than yourself,
and I saw that they have not absolute being in themselves, nor are they
entirely without being. They are real in so far as they have their being
from you, but unreal in the sense that they are not what you are. For it is
only that which remains in being without change that truly is. . . . [God]
himself [remains] ever unchanged, all things [are made constantly] new.

(VIL, x—xi)

Here the ‘exists in’ relation is to be understood in terms of emanation
where the basic idea is that attributes or Ideas of the divine emanate
to its products and, in that sense, exist in them. The crucial point to
understand however is that the attributes exist in the products in a
manner énferior to the way in which they exist in the Divine. God has
f perfectly; creature has it imperfectly. The f-ness of God is not equiva-
lent to the f-ness of the creature. The f-ness of the creature is in Augus-
tine’s words “of a lower order.” However undivine we may feel, each
of us is an emanation of the divine attributes. It might be helpful to
summarize the point in the following way: the Creaturely Inferiority
Complex asserts that every product of the supreme being contains all
the attributes that constitute the divine essence though the product
instantiates each of those attributes in a manner inferior to the way in
which they exist in the supreme being.
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Against this background of Platonist theism, we can offer a response
to the assumption that pantheism consists in the denial of ontological
externality. Unless we are prepared to attribute pantheism to the great
theologians of the medieval and Renaissance eras, something is wrong
with this account of pantheism. In brief, the moral that I want us to
draw from this theistic tale is as follows: although it was a standard
belief among Jewish and Christian thinkers that creatures very much
existed 77 God (and that God existed in creatures), such thinkers
nonetheless were able to distinguish between God and creatures. The
distinction did not have to do with externality, but rather with inferior-
ity: the creatures were less good in every conceivable way than God.

3. Substance-Mode Relation, Divine and Non-divine

The history of the substance-mode relation in Renaissance and early
modern philosophy has not been thoroughly studied. Although much
more research needs to be done before the details of this story are in
place, here are the facts most relevant to our present concerns.

Fact One. The divine substance-mode relation does not exist be-
fore the Renaissance.? Neither medieval Platonists like Augustine nor
scholastic philosophers like Scotus, Aquinas, and Ockham seem to
apply the substance-mode terminology to the divinity and its products.
While scholastic discussions embrace the view that everything depends
on God and that the world is “a perfect likeness” of the divinity,” the
schoolmen used the full battery of Aristotelian ammunition to distin-
guish between God and creatures.

Fact Two. With the grand rediscovery and reinterpretation of Platon-
ism in Renaissance Italy, philosophers like Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni
Pico della Mirandola began to Platonize Christian metaphysics more
thoroughly than had the scholastics.” Neither Ficino nor Pico uses the
divine substance-mode relation in anything like a technical sense. But
in their texts we find the following three claims: (1) God is a substance,
(2) there are grades of reality with God at the top, and (3) each grade
is (somehow) a mode of the divinity. In Ficino’s Platonic Theology on
the Immortality of the Soul, composed between 1469 and 1474, he
displays a hierarchy of being and calls each level a mode.” In his Hep-
taplus of 1489 Pico offers an analysis of Genesis and, as part of his
account of creation, asserts that there are “five modes in which one
thing can be related to another” and in terms of which the relation
between God and each grade (gradus) of creation can be explained.*®
Although created things can be more or less perfectly related to God,
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Pico insists that the divinity is “diffused through everything” and that
“everything participates” in God.

Fact Three. By the mid-seventeenth century there had come to be
two distinct ways of thinking of the substance-mode relation. Although
both assume that the mode exists in the substance and is a determina-
tion or modification of the substantial essence, they understand the
limitation in different ways. The first, which was applied to the relation
between God and creatures, which I have been calling the divine sub-
stance-mode relation, and which most philosophers believed to be
Platonist, assumed that the mode was a limitation of the substantial
essence in the sense that it was an inferior manifestation or instantia-
tion of the essence. In this case, the mode is morally and metaphysi-
cally inferior to the substance. The second use of the relation, which
was applied to created substances, assumed (roughly) that the mode
was a determination of the substance in the sense that it was a specific
variation or modification of the substantial essence. In the case of the
non-divine substance-mode relation, the mode is not morally and
metaphysically inferior to the substance; rather, it was just a determina-
tion or modification of it. Although scholastics like Francisco Sudrez
discussed the modes of substance, the central place that Descartes
gave the relation in his metaphysics was especially influential.3 For ex-
ample, in the Principles of Philosophy, part 1, art. 64, he writes,
“thought and extension may be taken as modes of a substance, in that
one and the same mind is capable of having many different thoughts,
and one and the same body, with its quantity unchanged, may be ex-
tended in many different modes” (AT VII 31).

A survey of what the standard seventeenth-century philosophical lex-
icons have to say about modus provides a nice history of the substance-
mode relation in the century. In the Lexicon Philosophicum of 1613,
for example, Goclenius approaches his topic from the perspective of
Renaissance Platonism. He begins his account of modus in the follow-
ing way: “In the universe, so there might be Perfection, there are di-
verse grades and modes of things, distributed to them by God. . . . A
mode however of a thing is a certain limitation. A mode is the limitation
of the divine efficient potential [divinae potentiae efficientis].'s
Goclenius suggests that he is following Plato, Paul, and Augustine in
understanding the relation between God and creatures in the way that
he does. Among other things, Goclenius claims that God contains “all
things . . . eminently,” that is, in the best and most excellent way while
everything else exists in a “‘composite” and inferior manner (p. 697).
Moreover, although “creatures are not the being [esse] of God himself,
nonetheless they are in him. . . . [W]hatever is in creatures proceeds
from God.” According to Goclenius, God is “‘everything in all things.
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... [and] is said to be in the things of the universe, that is, in all things
and in each thing.” We can “understand God through creatures. . . .
Indeed, God thinks [cogrioscit] creatures through his nature; we think
God through creatures” (p. 704). Goclenius composed his Lexicon
prior to Descartes’s philosophical writings; it is significant that he does
not emphasize the second use of the substance-mode relation. Al-
though he notes that created things have modes and discusses the way
in which a mode is a “determination’ of the essence of the thing, the
primary sense of modus in this lexicon concerns its use in describing
God’s creation of the world.

Now consider Micraelius’ Lexicon Pbilosopbicum of 1653. In his
brief account, he begins by writing,

A mode is the determination of a thing, by which a thing in one way or
another obtains essence, e.g., actually or potentially. Therefore, a mode
does not compose a thing, but distinguishes and determines it. . .
[T]here can be many modes of a single thing . . . so things that differ in
modes are not diverse in essence.>

For Micraelius, the substance-mode terminology seems to apply both
to created and divine substance. Assuming that creatures are modes of
God, then it follows that they are “determinations” of the divine es-
sence. They can be different from one another and nonetheless share
the same essence. Micraelius goes on to explain that he is following
Plato in offering “five modes of created things.”? He writes: “The five
modes, says Plato, are composed out of the infinite and the terminus”
where the former is “the passive potential” of the created world and
the latter is “the Platonic God . . . that is, pure act” (p. 667).

By the end of the century, the non-divine substance-mode relation
had replaced the divine one in importance. Consider Stephan Chau-
vin’s multi-volume Lexicon Philosopbicum of 1713. Unlike his prede-
cessors, Chauvin gives prominence to the non-divine substance-mode
relation. He begins with an account of a mode as ‘“determination
toward fixed being” and then discusses the views of “the Cartesians”
and other “recent philosophers.” Eventually, Chauvin turns to the rela-
tion between God and creatures. After explaining that God “is most
simple and perfect” and contains the attributes of “‘all things,” he notes
that created substances are subject to imperfection, variation, and
change.36

Fact Four. Encouraged by their Renaissance Platonist predecessors,
many early modermn philosophers took themselves to be following the
“divine Plato” in applying the substance-mode relation to that of God
and creatures. It was common for seventeenth-century thinkers to con-
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ceive the relation between God and creatures as that between sub-
stance and mode where the assumption was that creatures exist in the
divine essence and manifest that nature in an inferior way.

Consider two examples. Anne Conway distinguished clearly between
God and creatures and yet happily proclaimed that “God is present in
all things and immediately fills all things.”?” Or turn to a less well known
figure, Johann Adam Scherzer, who was professor of Hebrew and theol-
ogy at the university in Leipzig at exactly the time when Leibniz studied
there. In the textbooks by Scherzer, we find a thorough discussion of
kabbalism and Renaissance Platonism. He refers to Plato, Plotinus,
Philo, Proclus, Augustine, and the Christian kabbalist Johann Reuchlin.
In his Vade mecum, Scherzer makes several points that are especially
relevant to our present discussion. He says that he is following Plato in
the second book of the Republic when he defines God as what “re-
mains simple” while being “most beautiful . . . and most good.” Em-
bracing the causal doctrine of emanation, Scherzer claims that the su-
preme being is the principle of all things and their constant source: “in
acting . . . [God] is neither changed nor depleted” and yet “is that
through which things live.” He claims to follow Marsilio Ficino and
other Platonists by conceiving of God as “the light itself . . . , the reason
of reasons, the fount and maker of all things, the uniform and omni-
form form . . ., the unity in the multitude.” According to Scherzer,
the supreme being contains all things while remaining fundamentally
simple, and acts constantly to conserve creatures while “nothing in him
is changed, nor is it depleted.”® Scherzer distinguishes between the
archetypal world and the created world, where the former is the Idea
of all possible things as they exist in the mind of God and the latter is
the coordinated aggregate of created things. Scherzer’s conception of
the divine and its relation to the created world is clear. The mind of
God contains the Platonic Ideas or archetypes; the creatures of the
world are manifestations of these Ideas. The former are perfect, the
latter are not; yet the perfection of God is evident in the composition
and harmony of created things.® In sum, Scherzer accepts the Theory
of Emanative Causation and the Creaturely Inferiority Complex.

Fact Five. Many seventeenth-century authors consider the cosmol-
ogy of the Stoics to be the paradigm case of an unorthodox account of
nature. Although I have not found uses of the word ‘pantheism’, the
point is clear: the Stoics are those philosophers who do not distinguish
sufficiently between natural things and their source. The very Renais-
sance and early modern Platonists who happily use the divine sub-
stance-mode terminology insist that they are not like the Stoics in that
they (the Platonists) do distinguish sufficiently between God and na-
ture.

Leibniz and Spinoza on Substance and Mode 287

In this context, consider Leibniz's Doktorvater in Leipzig, Jakob

_ Thomasius. Although the standard accounts of seventeenth-century

German philosophy describe Thomasius as a relatively conservative
scholastic and although he was well known among his contemporaries
as a defender of the Aristotelian philosophy, he was thoroughly conver-
sant with the details of Platonism and had an impressive grasp of the
other great ancient systems.® For example, his Exercitatio is an ex-
tended comparison of the philosophies of the Stoics, the Aristotelians,
and the Platonists on a long list of philosophical and theological top-
ics.®* In his text, Thomasius refers to the whole range of pagan and
Christian Platonic philosophers. One of his general conclusions is that
Platonism is on the whole much less heretical than Stoicism, although
he insists that all ancient pagan philosophers must be approached with
caution. He agrees with Scherzer that God, who is thoroughly perfect
and simple, is the source of all things.#? Thomasius claims that the su-
preme being is “the fountain of features which flow into creatures”
and he is happy to accept Augustine’s conclusion that “God contains
all things in himself,” but he insists that this flowing or emanation be
understood in the right way. For Thomasius, it is enormously impor-
tant to understand that the flowing is controlled by God’s will*® and
that the divine is properly transcendent. In short, Thomasius accepts
the general features of the account of God and the relation between
God and creatures offered by Scherzer, although he often goes into
many more details than the latter does.

Thomasius’s Exercitatio is an important work for our purposes. As
an extended comparison between the philosophies of the Stoics, the
Aristotelians, and the Platonists, it contains a careful explication of the
relation between God and creatures. Explicitly drawing on the ideas
of Plato, Plotinus, and later Platonists, Thomasius offers a fascinating
variation on the Platonist theme of an hierarchy of dependence. Thom-
asius is concerned to explain in a thoroughly orthodox manner exactly
how God is related to creatures and how creatures are related to one
another and to God. In his discussion of these difficult topics he is
keen to turn the Stoic notion of a World Soul, which he considers he-
retical, into something both theologically correct and metaphysically
useful. Concerning the relation among creatures and their relation to
God, Thomasius cites a number of authors who claim that the “essence
of God permeates” the world so that there is an “effusion of vital
spirit.” He points out that some philosophers have wanted to identify
“the Agent Intellect of Aristotle with the Platonic Soul of the World”
and have claimed that “the Agént Intellect participates in divinity.”
Thomasius agrees with the basic assumptions here that the World Soul
permeates all creatures and connects them all together and moreover
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that there is a close relation among creatures in that they all exist within
“the living spirit” and “light of God.”#

But Thomasius also insists that such claims smack of heresy and in-
coherence unless we clarify the notion of a World Soul and avoid the
mistakes of the Stoics. Thomasius agrees with those philosophers who
claim that “everything is God and God is everything,” but he demands
that we understand exactly the relation between God and nature. Ac-
cording to Thomasius, it is important to grasp that everything “is
wholly part of the divine” and yet that God himself is not iz nature. In
other words, Thomasius also accepts the Theory of Emanative Har-
mony and the Creaturely Inferiority Complex; and he wants to distin-
guish clearly between creatures and God. He writes,

Things are in God as in a fount and first cause, i.e., most eminently; sec-
ondly, they are in Mind as Ideas and form; thirdly, they are in Soul as
reasons [rationes] placed in its essence; fourthly, they are in Nature as
seeds, for nature is the seminal power effused in universal matter by the
soul of the World. Fifth, they are in Matter, although as a shadow, through
imitation and participation.®

The details of Thomasius's proposals are both fascinating and difficult.
What is particularly worth our attention is the fact that the hierarchy
here is such that what is more complicated and divisible is supposed
to depend on and be explained by what is more simple and unified.
He writes: “As Mind depends on God, [and] Soul on Mind, so Nature
depends on Soul.” It is important to grasp the exact nature of this
dependence relation. Thomasius says that the higher stratum is the
principle of the lower and contains “eminently” what the lower stra-
tum “‘participates in” or has “formally.” Thomasius summarizes his
point: “As mind receives Ideas from God, Soul receives reasons [ratio-
nes] from mind; so nature receives seeds from soul.”¥ The depen-
dence relation here assumes the Theory of Emanative Causation: each
higher level in the hierarchy causes the next lower stratum and has
more perfectly what the lower has in a less perfect way. Moreover, each
higher stratum remains transcendent while also being immanent in the
lower. In the same way that the Plotinian One contains everything per-
fectly, so does Thomasius’s God; in the same way that each level in the
Plotinian hierarchy contains less perfectly what the higher level con-
tains more perfectly, so does each stratum in Thomasius’s system.

But what about the substance-mode relation? According to Thomas-
ius, the divine mind contains the Platonic Ideas which are “mental
modes” of God and “the exemplars and archetypes” of things.® The
Ideas are in a sense the ingredients of all other things; each level in the
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hierarchy is a mode of God, though each level is more inferior than
the one just above it. So far, so good. But what exactly is “the World
Soul”? According to Thomasius, “the reasons [rationes]” of the World
Soul must contain the being of the Ideas though in a less perfect and
less unified way. In other words, the Ideas must be transcendent from
and yet immanent in the reasons in the World Soul. A fairly obvious
way of making sense of this is to suppose that “the reasons [rationes]”
are the complex essences or blueprints for the individuals in the cre-
ated world. They are complex instantiations of the Ideas. In this case,
the World Soul is the collection of such essences or blueprints; it is the
fully articulated blueprint for the actual world. This interpretation of
the World Soul successfully explains how it “depends on” Mind and
how the seeds contain formally what the Ideas contained eminently.
Moreover, this interpretation helps to explain Thomasius's account of
nature. According to Thomasius, nature is “the power [virtutem)] of
the seeds infused into Matter by the World Soul.”# The World Soul is
God’s plan for the actual world; nature is the instantiation of that plan
in matter. Thomasius claims that there are great benefits to this ac-
count of the World Soul. In particular, he thinks that it helps to make
sense of the relation between the Ideas of God and the world. Accord-
ing to Thomasius, he successfully explains how created things can be
said to come from the supreme being and yet be distinct from it. He
also avoids the problems which the theory of the Stoics faces because,
unlike that account, his account does not conflate God and the World
Soul. Rather, it makes it clear that the Ideas are not in matter, although
the seminal powers are.®® It is Thomasius’s view that he successfully
explains how created things can be said to depend on the supreme
being and yet be distinct from it.5 In fact, it is Thomasius’s explanation
of the difference between God and creatures that distinguishes him—
and his precocious student Leibniz—from some other early modern
Platonists. By telling a coherent story about how the Ideas or attributes
of God are first manifested in a plan of the world which itself is then
instantiated in the individual essences of the world, Thomasius makes
sense of the claims that everything is contained in God and yet inferior
to the divine nature.

Let’s take stock of the facts of this section. As our story suggests,
there were different ways to use the substance-mode terminology in
the early modern period and moreover there were lots of Renaissance
and early modern thinkers who made ample use of the divine sub-
stance-mode relation and yet drew a careful distinction between the
divinity and its products. For our purposes here, it is especially impor-
tant that many thinkers embraced the utter ontological dependence of
creatures on God, described creatures as “modes” of God, and yet
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would have staunchly denied that they were in any way contaminated
by (what twentieth century scholars have called) pantheism. Therefore,
the use of the substance-mode terminology of the Spinozistic sort
(that is, the application of the substance-mode terminology to God
and creatures) need not imply pantheism or anything else unorthodox.
It follows that the conclusion about Leibniz is shown to be unwar-
ranted: that is, by describing the relation between God and creatures
as that between substance and mode, it by no means follows that Leib-
niz is a pantheist.

4. Leibniz’s Platonism

Well, if Leibniz wasn’t a pantheist, then what was he and how exactly
does he differ from Spinoza? Nearly from the beginning of his philo-
sophical career, Leibniz accepted both the Theory of Emanative Causa-
tion and the Creaturely Inferior Complex, That is, as a young man, he
believed that God continually emanates the divine essence to all crea-
tures and he conceived of each creature as an inferior instantiation of
that essence. Concerning the Theory of Emanative Causation, consider
the following two very early texts. In the well-known Dissertation on
the Combinatorial Art of 1666, Leibniz briefly turns to the topic of the
relation between God and creatures. After the title page of the pub-
lished text, Leibniz presents some “corollaries” which are supposed to
follow from this combinatory art and which fall into four categories:
logic, metaphysics, physics, and practical. One of the metaphysical cor-
ollaries is “God is substance; creature is accident.”s? Throughout the
1660s, Leibniz uses the Latin term (@ccidens) in a fairly standard scho-
lastic way: an accident is a non-essential property that can be said “to
flow” from the essence of the thing of which it is 2 property. Micraelius,
for example, writes in his Lexicon Philosopbicum that an accidental
property “flows from the essential principles” although it is not “part
of the essential constituents.”? Leibniz’s use of this term in describing
the relation between God and creatures is important. It implies that
creatures both flow from God’s nature and reflect that nature, but do

not do so necessarily. The text suggests that Leibniz had accepted the

Platonic conception of God promulgated by his teachers. Or consider

another early text, this time of 1668. For the very first time, Leibniz

presents some of the details of the general relation between God and

creatures. He proclaims his account to be similar to “Plato in the Ti-

maeus about the world soul” and to “Aristotle in the Metaphysics and

Physics about the agent Intellect.” Like these other philosophers, he

maintains that God is “‘diffused through everything.”

Leibniz and Spinoza on Substance and Mode 291

According to the Theory of Emanative Causation, the attributes of
God constitute the metaphysical elements out of which individuals are
made. According to Leibniz in 1676, when these attributes are com-
bined or related to one another, modifications of them arise. In one of
the passages from April 1676 that was quoted in section 1 and that is
offered as evidence of his Spinozistic pantheism, Leibniz writes: “from
the conjunction of simple possible forms there result modifications,
that is, ideas, as properties result from essence” (V1iii 521: Pk 81). The
point is that, when simple forms are combined, modifications of the
essence of God result “just as properties result from essence.” In an-
other essay of April 1676, entitled On forms or the attributes of God,
Leibniz elaborates. Concerning the creator, he makes it clear that “the
essence of God consists in the fact that he is the subject of all compati-
ble attributes.” Concerning the products of God, Leibniz claims that
“any property or affection of God involves his whole essence.” For
Leibniz, when God produces something, regardless of how small, it
“involves” the divine nature (VI iii 514: Pk 69-71). He writes in a re-
lated essay, “modifications [modificationes) . . . are what result from
all other forms taken together.” They have an “infinite variety” which
“can only result from an infinite cause” (VI iii 522: Pk 83). That is,
modifications come about when divine attributes are combined; such
combinations always contain all the divine attributes. Fach modification
is a product of the whole essence of God and therefore of all the divine
attributes; it is in this sense that each modification of God will contain
the whole divine essence.

When we piece together these and other clues, they yield a creation
story that is very similar to Thomasius’s account: the Platonic Ideas or
attributes of God are combined so as to form blueprints of individual
things; each of these blueprints is 2 “product” or “modification” of
God and in that sense contains the divine essence. As Leibniz puts it in
On forms or the attributes of God, when the attributes or “forms” of
God are “related to one another, modifications result; hence it comes
about that the same essence of God is expressed as a whole in any kind
of world and, therefore, that God manifests himself in infinite ways

[modis)” (V1 iii 524: Pk 71). Moreover, according to Leibniz, individual
substances result when these modifications are instantiated in an active
subject. He exclaims: “Itis a wonderful thing that a subject is different
from forms or attributes. . . . Thought is not duration, but what thinks
is something that endures. And this is the difference between sub-
stance and forms” (VI iii 514: Pk 69). That is, because substances are
active things, they are not only the sorts of things that can endure,
they can also instantiate properties. As he writes: “The correct way of
considering the matter is that forms are conceived through themselves;
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subjects, and the fact that they are subjects, are conceived through
forms.” In brief, “particulars result” when attributes or forms *are com-
bined with 2 subject” (VI iii 514: Pk 69—71). According to Leibniz, a
subject is that which has a mind or principle of activity. Each subject
or substance will be a modification of divine attributes. God produces
modifications through the combinations of the divine attributes or
forms and then instantiates these in subjects. As Leibniz summarizes
the point in a related essay: “I cannot explain how things result from
forms other than by analogy with the way in which numbers result from
units—with this difference, that all units are homogeneous, but forms
are different” (V1 iii 523: Pk 85). Since each subject is an instantiated
modification and each modification is a combination of all the divine
attributes, each substance will be an instantiation of the divine essence.
Leibniz embraces this consequence. In a passage that was offered in
section 1 as support of his pantheism, he writes: “It seems to me that
the origin of things from God is of the same kind as the origin of prop-
erties from an essence; justas6 =14+ 1+ 1+ 1 + 1 + 1, therefore
6 =3+ 3,=3X2, =4+ 2, etc. Nor may one doubt that the one
expression differs from the other. . . . So just as these properties differ
from each other and from essence, so do things differ from each other
and from God” (VI iii 518f: Pk 77). Each created substance is an expres-
sion of God’s essence and in this sense each has the same essence.

An obvious question arises at this point. The Creaturely Inferiority
Complex insists that each creature contains the divine attributes but in
a manner inferior to their divine source. What exactly does Leibniz have
to say about this topic? Although there is evidence that Leibniz en-
dorsed the view as early as 1671, he is most explicit about it in the
spring of 1676, that is, at exactly the time when he uses what is sup-
posed to be the dreaded Spinozistic substance-mode terminology. In
1676, he is clear about the fact that it is appropriate “to ascribe” the
divine features to the things of the world. For example, he claims that
a creature has the immeasurability of God if it can be said to be some-
where; it has the omniscience of God if it can be said to perceive. But
he also insists that, strictly speaking, the absolute affirmative attributes
of God are not #n the world. For example, he writes in April that God
“‘contains the absolute affirmative form that is ascribed in a limited way
to other things.” According to Leibniz, it is appropriate to ascribe the
atributes of God to creatures, but it remains true that “God is not part
of our mind” nor is the supreme being i any of the creatures which
participate in the divine attributes.> In another essay of April, Leibniz
writes, “all things are in a way contained in all things. But they are
contained in a quite different way in God from that in which they are
contained in things.”s”

—~Vv—
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5. Leibniz’s Distinction between God and Creatures

Against the background set by Platonist theism in general and the his-
tory of the divine substance-mode relation in particular, the specter of
Leibniz's Spinozistic pantheism dissolves. In fact, most Platonists in the
history of philosophy would have found the demand for ontological
externality bizarre. For them, there is nothing external to God and
moreover the ontological dependence of creatures on God is theologi-
cally exactly right. In this context, we should remember that Leibniz’s
mentor, Jakob Thomasius, had written a long book in which he de-
scribes in detail the heresies of the Stoics and notes exactly how Plato-
nist theism differs from it.®® Leibniz was thoroughly acquainted with
the dangers of Stoicism and fully aware of the significant differences
between that philosophical option and the Platonist accounts of the
relation between God and creatures. In short, to claim that these pas-
sages from Leibniz’s Paris writings imply pantheism is to misunderstand
a major tradition in the history of philosophy. Once we place Leibniz’s
comments within the Platonist tradition to which they belong, they
prove to be no more pantheistic than similar passages in the texts of
Augustine, Philo of Alexandria, Pico della Mirandola, Thomasius,
Scherzer, and a hundred other philosophers who share Leibniz’s
Platonist leanings.

Furthermore, for every passage in Leibniz’s writings that smacks of
pantheism, there are several others (sometimes in the very same text)
that suggest otherwise. An essay of March 1676, Notes on Science and
Metaphysics, summarizes his position about the relation between God
and creatures: “God does not form part of things, rather, he is their
principle” (VI iii 392: Pk 45). For a more complicated example, let’s
return once more to a text that was offered in section 1 as support of
Leibniz’s pantheism and that was discussed in the preceding section.
In On Forms or the Attributes of God, Leibniz writes, *‘any property or
affection of God involves his whole essence. . . . When all the other
attributes {of God] are related to any one of them, there result in it
modifications, whence it happens that the same Essence of God is ex-
pressed as a whole in any kind of World, and so that God manifests
himself in infinite modes” (VI iii 514: Pk 69). Adams has taken this
passage as evidence of Leibniz’s pantheistic tendencies. As he puts it:
“What is striking here is that Leibniz is zot moved to speak clearly of
the world as an additional “result” outside the divine being.”* But
Leibniz could not have been so moved. Nor does On Forms or the
Attributes of God leave the point unexplained. In the words that imme-
diately follow the above quotation, Leibniz is explicit about exactly how




294 Christia Mercer

he understands the ontological dependency between the divine es-
sence and its products. He writes,

Whatever is conceived per se, its cause cannot be understood. For an
effect is conceived through its cause, from which it is evident that, if
something exists through itself, and also if other things exist, then it ex-
ists. The correct way of considering the matter is that forms are conceived
through themselves; subjects and the fact that they are subjects are con-
ceived through the forms. But that whose modifications depend on the
attributes of another, in which all its requisites are contained, is conceived
through another. That is, it cannot be perfectly understood unless the
other is understood. Those things are connected of which the one cannot
be understood without the other. Requisites are those things which are
connected with one another. (VLiii.514-15: Pk 71)

In this passage, Leibniz offers a precise statement of the relation be-
tween an emanative cause and its product: the latter depends on the
former, is conceived through the former, and cannot be understood
without it. He also indicates exactly why this kind of relation is theologi-
cally good: if a creature were fully independent of God, then an under-
standing of its nature would not lead to an understanding of its divine
cause.® For theists like Leibniz, the ontological inclusion of creatures
in the divine is a good thing. As Augustine exclaims to God in the first
lines of the Confessions: “I1 would have no being if I were not in you.”
Or, in Scherzer’s words, God ““is that through which things live” and
“the unity in the multitude.”¢!

6. Leibniz and Spinoza on Substance and Mode

This brings us to the real difference between Leibniz and Spinoza on
substance and mode. Unlike Leibniz, when Spinoza applied the sub-
stance—mode model to God and creatures, he was doing something
radical: he was not applying the divine substance-mode relation; rather,
he was applying the non-divine one. For Spinoza, each mode is a limita-
tion or variation of the divine nature, but it is not ontologically inferior
to the divine nature, at least not in the way that it was for Leibniz:
nowhere in Spinoza’s account of individual created things do we find
evidence either of the Theory of Emanative Causation or the Creaturely
Inferiority Complex.? Leibniz, on the other hand, has in mind the di-
vine substance-mode relation where God contains the divine attributes
in an entirely different manner than do creatures. For Leibniz, there is
a hierarchy of perfection, dependence, and explanation; for Spinoza,
there is none of these things. When Spinoza took the non-divine sub-
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stance—mode relation and applied it to the relation between God and
the world, he was turning the Platonist tradition on its head. It is no
wonder that his contemporaries were confused and upset. There is
also little wonder that, after the publication of Spinoza’s Ethics, the
substance~mode terminology dropped out of common currency, even
among Platonists. Philosophers like Leibniz, who accepted the divine
substance-mode relation, wanted to distance themselves from the he-
retical views of this rash Dutchman. But, despite the fact that Leibniz
changed his terminology, he did not change his views. As he wrote in
the Discourse on Metaphysics of 1686: *Now, first of all it is very evi-
dent that created substances depend upon God, who preserves them
and who even produces them continually by a kind of emanation, just
as we produce our thoughts” (AG 46). And, at the end of his life, in his
famous Monadology, he explains that “God alone is the primitive unity
or the original simple substance; all created or derivative monads are
products, and are generated so to speak by continual fulgurations of
the divinity . . . limited by the receptivity of the creature, to which it is
essential to be limited” (AG 219).

Leibniz was not influenced by Spinoza in his use of the substance—
mode relation, nor was he tainted by Spinozistic pantheism. Rather,
Leibniz stood in a long line of illustrious Platonists in his conception of
the relation between God and creatures. Spinoza, on the other hand,
rejected that tradition and set out to do something very different.
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1. See his Leibniz und Spinoza (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1890), chapter V.

2. Russell, A Critical Exposition of the Philosophy of Leibniz, 2nd ed.
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also see Y. Yovel's forthcoming God and Nature.
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Origins and Development, chapter 9.

11

Natures, Laws, and Miracles:
The Roots of Leibniz’s Critique
of Occasionalism

Donald P. Rutherford

Leibniz regarded his theory of preestablished harmony as offering the
only plausible explanation of the remarkable agreement of the soul and
the body: the agreement whereby physical stimuli give rise to appro-
priate sensory perceptions and volitions of the will terminate in appro-
priate bodily motions. According to his account, there is no real com-
munication between the soul and the body, for neither is capable of
exerting a real causal influence on the other. Instead, the soul and the
body are to be conceived on the analogy of two perfectly synchronized
clocks: each is responsible for the production of all its own states, yet
the two nevertheless manage to agree or “harmonize” as a conse-
quence of the consummate skill of the watchmaker who first set them
in motion.

Since its conception, the theory of preestablished harmony has con-
fronted the charge that it is at bottom indistinguishable from the doc-
trine of occasionalism.! Like preestablished harmony, occasionalism
denies any causal influence of one created substance on another. By
its account the only real causal agent is God, who causes thoughts to
arise in the soul on the occasion of the appropriate motions in the
body, and movements of the body on the occasion of the appropriate
volitions of the will.2 Now, fairly clearly, this is not a position to which
Leibniz himself subscribes. Critics of preestablished harmony, however,
are little moved by this fact. They allow that occasionalism may make a
more direct appeal to divine action than does preestablished harmony;
nevertheless, they contend that the two theories share the crucial fea-
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