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G. W. Leibniz, Discourse on Metaphysics (1686)

1. Translated from the French by R. Ariew and D. Garber in 
G. W. Leibniz, Philosophical Essays (Indianapolis/Cambridge: 
Hackett Publishing Company, 1989). In February 1686 Leib­
niz wrote a letter to the Landgrave Ernst von Hessen-Reinfels, 
saying: “being somewhere having nothing to do for a few 
days, I have lately composed a short discourse on metaphys­
ics about which I would be very happy to have Mr. Arnauld’s 
opinion. For questions on grace, God’s concourse with crea­
tures, the nature of miracles, the cause of sin and the origin of 
evil, the immortality of the soul, ideas, etc. are touched upon 
in a manner which seems to provide new openings capable 
of illuminating some very great difficulties,” Philosophische 
Schriften, ed. C. I. Gerhardt (Berlin, 1875–90), II, 11. Leib­
niz does not appear to have sent out the full “Discourse,” as 
it later came to be known, following Leibniz’s own char­
acterization, though he did append “summaries” of it to his 
letter (which the landgrave transmitted to Arnauld); the sum­
maries are also preserved as the titles of each article of the 
“Discourse” (in a later version of the “Discourse” than the 
manuscript in Leibniz’s handwriting discovered by Henri Les­
tienne). Arnauld replied with a letter criticizing Section 13,  
and the Leibniz-Arnauld correspondence began.

1. On divine perfection, and that God does everything 
in the most desirable way. The most widely accepted 
and meaningful notion we have of God is expressed 
well enough in these words, that God is an absolutely 
perfect being; yet the consequences of these words are 
not sufficiently considered. And, to penetrate more 

deeply into this matter, it is appropriate to remark 
that there are several entirely different perfections 
in nature, that God possesses all of them together, 
and that each of them belongs to him in the highest 
degree.

We must also know what a perfection is. A fairly 
sure test for being a perfection is that forms or 
natures that are not capable of a highest degree are 
not perfections, as for example, the nature of number 
or figure. For the greatest of all numbers (or even 
the number of all numbers), as well as the greatest 
of all figures, imply a contradiction, but the greatest 
knowledge and omnipotence do not involve any 
impossibility. Consequently, power and knowledge 
are perfections, and, insofar as they belong to God, 
they do not have limits.

Whence it follows that God, possessing supreme 
and infinite wisdom, acts in the most perfect manner, 
not only metaphysically, but also morally speaking, 
and that, with respect to ourselves, we can say that 
the more enlightened and informed we are about 
God’s works, the more we will be disposed to find 
them excellent and in complete conformity with 
what we might have desired.

2. Against those who claim that there is no 
goodness in God’s works, or that the rules of goodness 
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5. See, e.g., Malebranche, Traité de la nature et de la grace, 
Pr. disc., sec. xiv. Malebranche’s Traité seems to be one of the 
main targets of this essay.

2. This is Descartes’ view. See, e.g., Sixth Replies, Oeuvres, ed. 
C. Adam and A. Tannery (Paris: Vrin, 1964–74), vol. VII, pp. 
432, 435–36.
3. Spinoza, and by extension, Descartes. The earlier draft 
explicitly mentions the Spinozists alone in this regard. See 
Spinoza, Appendix to Ethics, Part I.
4. Descartes is mentioned in an earlier draft, but deleted.

and beauty are arbitrary. Thus I am far removed from 
the opinion of those who maintain that there are no 
rules of goodness and perfection in the nature of 
things or in the ideas God has of them and who say 
that the works of God are good solely for the formal 
reason that God has made them.2 For, if this were so, 
God, knowing that he is their author, would not have 
had to consider them afterwards and find them good, 
as is testified by the Sacred Scriptures—which seem 
to have used such anthropomorphic expressions 
only to make us understand that the excellence of 
God’s works can be recognized by considering them 
in themselves, even when we do not reflect on this 
empty external denomination which relates them 
to their cause. This is all the more true, since it is 
by considering his works that we can discover the 
creator. His works must therefore carry his mark in 
themselves. I confess that the contrary opinion seems 
to me extremely dangerous and very near to the 
opinion of the recent innovators3 who hold that the 
beauty of the universe and the goodness we attribute 
to the works of God are but the chimeras of those 
who conceive of God in terms of themselves. Thus, 
in saying that things are not good by virtue of any 
rule of goodness but solely by virtue of the will of 
God, it seems to me that we unknowingly destroy 
all of God’s love and all his glory. For why praise 
him for what he has done if he would be equally 
praiseworthy in doing the exact contrary? Where 
will his justice and wisdom reside if there remains 
only a certain despotic power, if will holds the 
place of reason, and if, according to the definition 
of tyrants, justice consists in whatever pleases the 
most powerful? Besides, it seems that all acts of will 
presuppose a reason for willing and that this reason 
is naturally prior to the act of will. That is why I 
also find completely strange the expression of some 
other philosophers4 who say that the eternal truths of 

metaphysics and geometry and consequently also the 
rules of goodness, justice, and perfection are merely 
the effects of the will of God; instead, it seems to me, 
they are only the consequences of his understanding, 
which, assuredly, does not depend on his will, any 
more than does his essence.

3. Against those who believe that God might have 
made things better. Nor can I approve of the opinion 
of some moderns who maintain boldly that what 
God has made is not of the highest perfection and 
that he could have done much better.5 For it seems 
to me that the consequences of this opinion are 
wholly contrary to the glory of God: As a lesser evil is 
relatively good, so a lesser good is relatively evil. And 
to act with less perfection than one could have is to 
act imperfectly. To show that an architect could have 
done better is to find fault with his work. This opinion 
is also contrary to the Sacred Scripture, which assures 
us of the goodness of God’s works. For, if their view 
were sufficient, then since the series of imperfections 
descends to infinity, God’s works would always have 
been good in comparison with those less perfect, no 
matter how he created them, but something is hardly 
praiseworthy if it can be praised only in this way. I 
also believe that a great many passages from Sacred 
Scripture and the holy fathers will be found favoring 
my opinion, but scarcely any will be found favoring 
the opinion of these moderns, an opinion which is, 
in my judgment, unknown to all antiquity and which 
is based only on the inadequate knowledge we have 
of the general harmony of the universe and of the 
hidden reasons for God’s conduct. This enables us 
to judge audaciously that many things could have 
been rendered better. Besides, these moderns insist 
on certain dubious subtleties, for they imagine that 
nothing is so perfect that there is not something more 
perfect—this is an error.

They also believe that in this way they are able 
to safeguard God’s freedom, as though it were not 
freedom of the highest sort to act in perfection 
following sovereign reason. For to believe that 
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6. The quietists were followers of Miguel de Molinos (ca. 
1640–97), author of the Guida spirituale (1675), and others, 
who stressed passive contemplation and complete resignation 
to the will of God.

God does something without having any reason 
for his will—overlooking the fact that this seems 
impossible—is an opinion that conforms little to his 
glory. Let us assume, for example, that God chooses 
between A and B and that he takes A without having 
any reason to prefer it to B. I say that this action of 
God is at the very least not praiseworthy; for all praise 
must be based on some reason, and by hypothesis 
there is none here. Instead I hold that God does 
nothing for which he does not deserve to be glorified.

4. That the love of God requires our complete 
satisfaction and acquiescence with respect to what he 
has done without our being quietists6 as a result. The 
general knowledge of this great truth, that God acts 
always in the most perfect and desirable way possible, 
is, in my judgment, the foundation of the love that we 
owe God in all things, since he who loves seeks his 
satisfaction in the happiness or perfection of the object 
loved and in his actions. To will the same and dislike 
the same is true friendship. And I believe that it is 
difficult to love God well when we are not disposed to 
will what God wills, when we might have the power to 
change it. In fact, those who are not satisfied with what 
God does seem to me like dissatisfied subjects whose 
attitudes are not much different from those of rebels.

I hold, therefore, that, according to these 
principles, in order to act in accordance with the 
love of God, it is not sufficient to force ourselves to 
be patient; rather, we must truly be satisfied with 
everything that has come to us according to his 
will. I mean this acquiescence with respect to the 
past. As for the future, we must not be quietists and 
stand ridiculously with arms folded, awaiting that 
which God will do, according to the sophism that 
the ancients called logon aergon, the lazy reason. But 
we must act in accordance with what we presume to 
be the will of God, insofar as we can judge it, trying 
with all our might to contribute to the general good 
and especially to the embellishment and perfection 
of that which affects us or that which is near us, that 

which is, so to speak, in our grasp. For, although the 
outcome might perhaps demonstrate that God did 
not wish our good will to have effect at present, it does 
not follow that he did not wish us to act as we have. 
On the contrary, since he is the best of all masters, he 
never demands more than the right intention, and 
it is for him to know the proper hour and place for 
letting the good designs succeed.

5. What the rules of the perfection of divine conduct 
consist in, and that the simplicity of the ways is in 
balance with the richness of the effects. Therefore, 
it is sufficient to have the confidence that God does 
everything for the best and that nothing can harm 
those who love him. But to know in detail the reasons 
that could have moved him to choose this order of 
the universe—to allow sins, to dispense his saving 
grace in a certain way—surpasses the power of a 
finite mind, especially when it has not yet attained 
the enjoyment of the vision of God.

However, we can make some general remarks 
concerning the course of providence in the 
governance of things. We can therefore say that one 
who acts perfectly is similar to an excellent geometer 
who can find the best constructions for a problem; 
or to a good architect who makes use of his location 
and the funds set aside for a building in the most 
advantageous manner, allowing nothing improper or 
lacking in the beauty of which it is capable; or to a 
good householder, who makes use of his holdings in 
such a way that there remains nothing uncultivated 
and sterile; or to a skilled machinist who produces his 
work in the least difficult way possible; or to a learned 
author who includes the greatest number of truths 
[realités] in the smallest possible volume. Now, the 
most perfect of all beings, those that occupy the 
least volume, that is, those that least interfere with 
one another, are minds, whose perfections consist 
in their virtues. That is why we mustn’t doubt that 
the happiness of minds is the principal aim of God 
and that he puts this into practice to the extent that 
general harmony permits it. We shall say more about 
this below.

As for the simplicity of the ways of God, this holds 
properly with respect to his means, as opposed to 
the variety, richness, and abundance, which holds 
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7. Geomancy is the art of divination by means of lines or 
figures.

with respect to his ends or effects. And the one must 
be in balance with the other, as are the costs of a 
building and the size and beauty one demands of 
it. It is true that nothing costs God anything—even 
less than it costs a philosopher to build the fabric 
of his imaginary world out of hypotheses—since 
God has only to make decrees in order that a real 
world come into being. But in matters of wisdom, 
decrees or hypotheses take the place of expenditures 
to the extent that they are more independent of 
one another, because reason requires that we avoid 
multiplying hypotheses or principles, in somewhat 
the same way that the simplest system is always 
preferred in astronomy.

6. God does nothing which is not orderly and it 
is not even possible to imagine events that are not 
regular. The volitions or acts of God are commonly 
divided into ordinary or extraordinary. But it is good to 
consider that God does nothing which is not orderly. 
Thus, what passes for extraordinary is extraordinary 
only with some particular order established among 
creatures; for everything is in conformity with respect 
to the universal order. This is true to such an extent 
that not only does nothing completely irregular 
occur in the world, but we would not even be able 
to imagine such a thing. Thus, let us assume, for 
example, that someone jots down a number of points 
at random on a piece of paper, as do those who 
practice the ridiculous art of geomancy.7 I maintain 
that it is possible to find a geometric line whose 
notion is constant and uniform, following a certain 
rule, such that this line passes through all the points 
in the same order in which the hand jotted them 
down.

And if someone traced a continuous line which 
is sometimes straight, sometimes circular, and 
sometimes of another nature, it is possible to find 
a notion, or rule, or equation common to all the 
points of this line, in virtue of which these very 
changes must occur. For example, there is no face 
whose contours are not part of a geometric line and 
cannot be traced in one stroke by a certain regular 

movement. But, when a rule is extremely complex, 
what is in conformity with it passes for irregular.

Thus, one can say, in whatever manner God 
might have created the world, it would always have 
been regular and in accordance with a certain general 
order. But God has chosen the most perfect world, 
that is, the one which is at the same time the simplest 
in hypotheses and the richest in phenomena, as might 
be a line in geometry whose construction is easy and 
whose properties and effects are extremely remarkable 
and widespread. I use these comparisons to sketch 
an imperfect likeness of divine wisdom and to point 
out something that can at least elevate our minds to 
conceive in some way what cannot be sufficiently 
expressed. But I do not claim to explain in this way the 
great mystery upon which the entire universe depends.

7. That miracles conform to the general order, 
even though they may be contrary to the subordinate 
maxims; and about what God wills or permits by a 
general or particular volition. Now, since nothing 
can happen which is not in the order, one can say 
that miracles are as much within the order as are 
natural operations, operations which are called 
natural because they are in conformity with certain 
subordinate maxims that we call the nature of things. 
For one can say that this nature is only God’s custom, 
with which he can dispense for any stronger reason 
than the one which moved him to make use of these 
maxims.

As for the general or particular volitions, 
depending upon how the matter is understood, we 
can say that God does everything following his most 
general will, which is in conformity with the most 
perfect order he has chosen, but we can also say that 
he has particular volitions which are exceptions to 
these aforementioned subordinate maxims. For the 
most general of God’s laws, the one that rules the 
whole course of the universe, is without exception.

We can say also that God wills everything that is 
an object of his particular volition. But we must make 
a distinction with respect to the objects of his general 
volition, such as the actions of other creatures, 
particularly the actions of those that are reasonable, 
actions with which God wishes to concur. For, if the 
action is good in itself, we can say that God wills it and 
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9. An earlier draft of the following passage read: “Thus the 
circular shape of the ring of [Gyges] [Polycrates] does not 
contain everything that the notion of this particular ring 
contains, unlike God [knowing] seeing the individual notion 
of this ring [seeing, for example, that it will be swallowed by 
a fish and yet returned to its owner].” (Words in brackets were 
deleted by Leibniz.)
10. The word haecceitas (or hecceïté, what we are translating as 
“haecceity”) was coined by John Duns Scotus (ca. 1270–1308) 
to refer to an individual essence or “thisness”—what haecceitas 
means literally.
11. An earlier draft added: “I speak here as if it were assumed 
that this ring [has consciousness] [is a substance].”

8. Leibniz is making use of scholastic logical terminology: A 
suppositum is an individual subsistent substance; actiones sunt 
suppositorum therefore means that actions are of individual 
subsistent substances.

sometimes commands it, even when it does not take 
place. But if the action is evil in itself and becomes 
good only by accident, because the course of things 
(particularly punishment and atonement) corrects its 
evilness and repays the evil with interest in such a 
way that in the end there is more perfection in the 
whole sequence than if the evil had not occurred, 
then we must say that God permits this but does not 
will it, even though he concurs with it because of 
the laws of nature he has established and because he 
knows how to draw a greater good from it.

8. To distinguish the actions of God from those 
of creatures we explain the notion of an individual 
substance. It is rather difficult to distinguish the actions 
of God from those of creatures; for some believe that 
God does everything, while others imagine that he 
merely conserves the force he has given to creatures. 
What follows will let us see the extent to which we 
can say the one or the other. And since actions and 
passions properly belong to individual substances 
[actiones sunt suppositorum],8 it will be necessary to 
explain what such an individual substance is.

It is indeed true that when several predicates 
are attributed to a single subject and this subject 
is attributed to no other, it is called an individual 
substance; but this is not sufficient, and such an 
explanation is merely nominal. We must therefore 
consider what it is to be attributed truly to a certain 
subject.

Now it is evident that all true predication has 
some basis in the nature of things and that, when 
a proposition is not an identity, that is, when the 
predicate is not explicitly contained in the subject, 
it must be contained in it virtually. That is what 
the philosophers call in-esse, when they say that the 
predicate is in the subject. Thus the subject term 
must always contain the predicate term, so that one 
who understands perfectly the notion of the subject 
would also know that the predicate belongs to it.

Since this is so, we can say that the nature of an 
individual substance or of a complete being is to have 
a notion so complete that it is sufficient to contain 
and to allow us to deduce from it all the predicates 
of the subject to which this notion is attributed. An 
accident, on the other hand, is a being whose notion 
does not include everything that can be attributed to 
the subject to which the notion is attributed.9 Thus, 
taken in abstraction from the subject, the quality of 
being a king which belongs to Alexander the Great 
is not determinate enough to constitute an individual 
and does not include the other qualities of the same 
subject, nor does it include everything that the notion 
of this prince includes. On the other hand, God, 
seeing Alexander’s individual notion or haecceity,10 
sees in it at the same time the basis and reason for 
all the predicates which can be said truly of him, for 
example, that he vanquished Darius and Porus; he 
even knows a priori (and not by experience) whether 
he died a natural death or whether he was poisoned, 
something we can know only through history. Thus 
when we consider carefully the connection of things, 
we can say that from all time in Alexander’s soul there 
are vestiges of everything that has happened to him 
and marks of everything that will happen to him and 
even traces of everything that happens in the universe, 
even though God alone could recognize them all.11

9. That each singular substance expresses the whole 
universe in its own way, and that all its events, together 
with all their circumstances and the whole sequence 
of external things, are included in its notion. Several 
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14. An earlier draft continued “[forms and other] [consi­
derations of substantial forms].”

notable paradoxes follow from this; among others, 
it follows that it is not true that two substances can 
resemble each other completely and differ only in 
number [solo numero],12 and that what Saint Thomas 
asserts on this point about angels or intelligences (that 
here every individual is a lowest species)13 is true of 
all substances, provided that one takes the specific 
difference as the geometers do with respect to their 
figures. It also follows that a substance can begin 
only by creation and end only by annihilation; that a 
substance is not divisible into two; that one substance 
cannot be constructed from two; and that thus the 
number of substances does not naturally increase and 
decrease, though they are often transformed.

Moreover, every substance is like a complete world 
and like a mirror of God or of the whole universe, 
which each one expresses in its own way, somewhat 
as the same city is variously represented depending 
upon the different positions from which it is viewed. 
Thus the universe is in some way multiplied as many 
times as there are substances, and the glory of God 
is likewise multiplied by as many entirely different 
representations of his work. It can even be said that 
every substance bears in some way the character of 
God’s infinite wisdom and omnipotence and imitates 
him as much as it is capable. For it expresses, however 
confusedly, everything that happens in the universe, 
whether past, present, or future—this has some 
resemblance to an infinite perception or knowledge. 
And since all other substances in turn express this 
substance and accommodate themselves to it, one 
can say that it extends its power over all the others, in 
imitation of the creator’s omnipotence.

10. That the belief in substantial forms has some 
basis, but that these forms do not change anything 
in the phenomena and must not be used to explain 
particular effects. It seems that the ancients, as well 
as many able men accustomed to deep meditation 
who have taught theology and philosophy some 

centuries ago (some of whom are respected for 
their saintliness) have had some knowledge of what 
we have just said; this is why they introduced and 
maintained the substantial forms which are so 
decried today. But they are not so distant from the 
truth nor so ridiculous as the common lot of our new 
philosophers imagines.

I agree that the consideration of these forms serves 
no purpose in the details of physics and must not be 
used to explain particular phenomena. That is where 
the Scholastics failed, as did the physicians of the past 
who followed their example, believing that they could 
account for the properties of bodies by talking about 
forms and qualities without taking the trouble to 
examine their manner of operation. It is as if we were 
content to say that a clock has a quality of clockness 
derived from its form without considering in what 
all of this consists; that would be sufficient for the 
person who buys the clock, provided that he turns 
over its care to another.

But this misunderstanding and misuse of forms 
must not cause us to reject something whose 
knowledge is so necessary in metaphysics that, I hold, 
without it one cannot properly know the first principles 
or elevate our minds sufficiently well to the knowledge 
of incorporeal natures and the wonders of God.

However, just as a geometer does not need to 
burden his mind with the famous labyrinth of the 
composition of the continuum, there is no need 
for any moral philosopher and even less need for a 
jurist or statesman to trouble himself with the great 
difficulties involved in reconciling free will and God’s 
providence, since the geometer can achieve all his 
demonstrations and the statesman can complete all his 
deliberations without entering into these discussions, 
discussions that remain necessary and important in 
philosophy and theology. In the same way, a physicist 
can explain some experiments, at times using previous 
simpler experiments and at times using geometric 
and mechanical demonstrations, without needing14 
general considerations from another sphere. And if he 
uses God’s concourse, or else a soul, animating force 
[archée], or something else of this nature, he is raving 

12. An earlier draft added the following: “also, that if bodies are 
substances, it is not possible that their nature consists only in 
size, shape, and motion, but that something else is needed.”
13. See Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, q. 50, 
art. 4.
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15. A marginal note in an earlier draft: “I do this, however, 
only under an hypothesis, insofar as one can say that bodies 
are substances.”
16. An earlier draft interpolates: “either that bodies are not 
substances in metaphysical rigor (which was, in fact, the view 
of the Platonists), or.”

just as much as the person who, in the course of an 
important practical deliberation, enters into a lofty 
discussion concerning the nature of destiny and the 
nature of our freedom. In fact, people often commit 
this fault without thinking when they encumber 
their minds with the consideration of fatalism and 
sometimes are even diverted from a good resolution or 
a necessary duty in this way.

11. That the thoughts of the theologians and 
philosophers who are called Scholastics are not 
entirely to be disdained. I know that I am advancing 
a great paradox by attempting to rehabilitate the old 
philosophy in some fashion and to restore the almost 
banished substantial forms to their former place.15 
But perhaps I will not be condemned so easily when 
it is known that I have long meditated upon the 
modern philosophy, that I have given much time 
to experiments in physics and demonstrations in 
geometry, and that I had long been persuaded about 
the futility of these beings, which I finally was required 
to embrace in spite of myself and, as it were, by force, 
after having myself carried out certain studies. These 
studies made me recognize that our moderns do not 
give enough credit to Saint Thomas and to the other 
great men of his time and that there is much more 
solidity than one imagines in the opinions of the 
Scholastic philosophers and theologians, provided that 
they are used appropriately and in their proper place. I 
am even convinced that, if some exact and thoughtful 
mind took the trouble to clarify and summarize their 
thoughts after the manner of the analytic geometers, 
he would find there a great treasure of extremely 
important and wholly demonstrative truths.

12. That the notions involved in extension contain 
something imaginary and cannot constitute the 
substance of body. But, to resume the thread of our 
discussion, I believe that anyone who will meditate 
about the nature of substance, as I have explained 
it above, will find16 that the nature of body does not 

consist merely in extension, that is, in size, shape, 
and motion, but that we must necessarily recognize 
in body something related to souls, something we 
commonly call substantial form, even though it 
makes no change in the phenomena, any more than 
do the souls of animals, if they have any. It is even 
possible to demonstrate that the notions of size, shape, 
and motion are not as distinct as is imagined and 
that they contain something imaginary and relative 
to our perception, as do (though to a greater extent) 
color, heat, and other similar qualities, qualities 
about which one can doubt whether they are truly 
found in the nature of things outside ourselves. That 
is why qualities of this kind cannot constitute any 
substance. And if there were no other principle of 
identity in body other than the one just mentioned, 
a body could not subsist for more than a moment.

Yet the souls and substantial forms of other bodies 
are entirely different from intelligent souls, which 
alone know their actions. Not only don’t intelligent 
souls perish naturally, but they also always preserve 
the basis for the knowledge of what they are; this is 
what renders them alone susceptible to punishment 
and reward and makes them citizens of the republic 
of the universe, whose monarch is God. It also follows 
that all other creatures must serve them—something 
which we will later discuss more fully.

13. Since the individual notion of each person 
includes once and for all everything that will ever 
happen to him, one sees in it the a priori proofs of 
the truth of each event, or, why one happened rather 
than another, but these truths, however certain, are 
nevertheless contingent, being based on the free will 
of God or of his creatures, whose choice always has 
its reasons, which incline without necessitating. But 
before going further, we must attempt to resolve a 
great difficulty that can arise from the foundations 
we have set forth above. We have said that the 
notion of an individual substance includes once 
and for all everything that can ever happen to it and 
that, by considering this notion, one can see there 
everything that can truly be said of it, just as we 
can see in the nature of a circle all the properties 
that can be deduced from it. But it seems that this 
would eliminate the difference between contingent 
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17. The Latin is an approximate paraphrase of the preceding 
clause.

and necessary truths, that there would be no place 
for human freedom, and that an absolute fatalism 
would rule all our actions as well as all the other 
events of the world. To this I reply that we must 
distinguish between what is certain and what is 
necessary. Everyone grants that future contingents 
are certain, since God foresees them, but we do not 
concede that they are necessary on that account. But 
(someone will say) if a conclusion can be deduced 
infallibly from a definition or notion, it is necessary. 
And it is true that we are maintaining that everything 
that must happen to a person is already contained 
virtually in his nature or notion, just as the properties 
of a circle are contained in its definition; thus the 
difficulty still remains. To address it firmly, I assert that 
connection or following [consécution] is of two kinds. 
The one whose contrary implies a contradiction is 
absolutely necessary; this deduction occurs in the 
eternal truths, for example, the truths of geometry. 
The other is necessary only ex hypothesi and, so to 
speak, accidentally, but it is contingent in itself, since 
its contrary does not imply a contradiction. And this 
connection is based not purely on ideas and God’s 
simple understanding, but on his free decrees and on 
the sequence of the universe.

Let us take an example. Since Julius Caesar will 
become perpetual dictator and master of the republic 
and will overthrow the freedom of the Romans, this 
action is contained in his notion, for we assume that 
it is the nature of such a perfect notion of a subject to 
contain everything, so that the predicate is included 
in the subject, ut possit inesse subjecto.17 It could be 
said that it is not in virtue of this notion or idea that 
he must perform this action, since it pertains to him 
only because God knows everything. But someone 
might insist that his nature or form corresponds to this 
notion, and, since God has imposed this personality 
on him, it is henceforth necessary for him to satisfy it. 
I could reply by citing future contingents, since they 
have no reality as yet, save in God’s understanding 
and will, and, because God gave them this form in 
advance, they must in the same way correspond to it.

But I much prefer to overcome difficulties rather 
than to excuse them by giving some other similar 
difficulties, and what I am about to say will illuminate 
the one as well as the other. It is here, then, that we 
must apply the distinction concerning connections, 
and I say that whatever happens in conformity with 
these predeterminations [avances] is certain but not 
necessary, and if one were to do the contrary, he 
would not be doing something impossible in itself, 
even though it would be impossible [ex hypothesi] for 
this to happen. For if someone were able to carry out 
the whole demonstration by virtue of which he could 
prove this connection between the subject, Caesar, 
and the predicate, his successful undertaking, 
he would in fact be showing that Caesar’s future 
dictatorship is grounded in his notion or nature, 
that there is a reason why he crossed the Rubicon 
rather than stopped at it and why he won rather 
than lost at Pharsalus and that it was reasonable, and 
consequently certain, that this should happen. But 
this would not show that it was necessary in itself 
nor that the contrary implies a contradiction. It is 
reasonable and certain in almost the same way that 
God will always do the best, even though what is less 
perfect does not imply a contradiction.

For it will be found that the demonstration of 
this predicate of Caesar is not as absolute as those 
of numbers or of geometry, but that it supposes the 
sequence of things that God has freely chosen, a 
sequence based on God’s first free decree always to 
do what is most perfect and on God’s decree with 
respect to human nature, following out of the first 
decree, that man will always do (although freely) that 
which appears to be best. But every truth based on 
these kinds of decrees is contingent, even though 
it is certain; for these decrees do not change the 
possibility of things, and, as I have already said, even 
though it is certain that God always chooses the best, 
this does not prevent something less perfect from 
being and remaining possible in itself, even though 
it will not happen, since it is not its impossibility but 
its imperfection which causes it to be rejected. And 
nothing is necessary whose contrary is possible.

We will therefore be in a position to satisfy these 
sorts of difficulties, however great they may appear 
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(and in fact they are not made any the less pressing 
by considering the other thinkers who have ever 
treated this matter), as long as we recognize that 
all contingent propositions have reasons to be one 
way rather than another or else (what comes to the 
same thing) that they have a priori proofs of their 
truth which render them certain and which show 
that the connection between subject and predicate 
of these propositions has its basis in the natures of 
both. But they do not have necessary demonstrations, 
since these reasons are based only on the principle 
of contingency or the principle of the existence of 
things, that is, based on what is or appears to be best 
from among several equally possible things. On 
the other hand, necessary truths are based on the 
principle of contradiction and on the possibility or 
impossibility of essences themselves, without regard 
to the free will of God or his creatures.

14. God produces various substances according to 
the different views he has of the universe, and through 
God’s intervention the proper nature of each substance 
brings it about that what happens to one corresponds 
with what happens to all the others, without their 
acting upon one another directly. After having seen, 
in some way, what the nature of substances consists 
in, we must try to explain the dependence they have 
upon one another and their actions and passions. 
Now, first of all, it is very evident 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. For 
God, so to speak, turns on all sides and in all ways the 
general system of phenomena which he finds it good 
to produce in order to manifest his glory, and he views 
all the faces of the world in all ways possible, since 
there is no relation that escapes his omniscience. The 
result of each view of the universe, as seen from a 
certain position, is a substance which expresses the 
universe in conformity with this view, should God 
see fit to render his thought actual and to produce 
this substance. And since God’s view is always true, 
our perceptions are always true; it is our judgments, 
which come from ourselves, that deceive us.

Now we said above, and it follows from what we 
have just said, that each substance is like a world 
apart, independent of all other things, except for 
God; thus all our phenomena, that is, all the things 
that can ever happen to us, are only consequences of 
our being. And since these phenomena maintain a 
certain order in conformity with our nature or, so to 
speak, in conformity with the world which is in us, an 
order which enables us to make useful observations 
to regulate our conduct, observations justified by the 
success of future phenomena, an order which thus 
allows us often to judge the future from the past 
without error, this would be sufficient to enable us to 
say that these phenomena are true without bothering 
with whether they are outside us and whether others 
also perceive them. Nevertheless, it is very true that 
the perceptions or expressions of all substances 
mutually correspond in such a way that each one, 
carefully following certain reasons or laws it has 
observed, coincides with others doing the same—in 
the same way that several people who have agreed to 
meet in some place at some specified time can really 
do this if they so desire. But although they all express 
the same phenomena, it does not follow that their 
expressions are perfectly similar; it is sufficient that 
they are proportional. In just the same way, several 
spectators believe that they are seeing the same thing 
and agree among themselves about it, even though 
each sees and speaks in accordance with his view.

And God alone (from whom all individuals 
emanate continually and who sees the universe not 
only as they see it but also entirely differently from 
all of them) is the cause of this correspondence of 
their phenomena and makes that which is particular 
to one of them public to all of them; otherwise, there 
would be no interconnection. We could therefore say 
in some way and properly speaking, though not in 
accordance with common usage, that one particular 
substance never acts upon another particular 
substance nor is acted upon by it, if we consider that 
what happens to each is solely a consequence of its 
complete idea or notion alone, since this idea already 
contains all its predicates or events and expresses the 
whole universe. In fact, nothing can happen to us 
except thoughts and perceptions, and all our future 
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thoughts and perceptions are merely consequences, 
though contingent, of our preceding thoughts and 
perceptions, in such a way that, if I were capable 
of considering distinctly everything that happens or 
appears to me at this time, I could see in it everything 
that will ever happen or appear to me. This would 
never fail, and it would happen to me regardless, 
even if everything outside of me were destroyed, 
provided there remained only God and me. But 
since we attribute what we perceive in a certain 
way to other things as causes acting on us, we must 
consider the basis for this judgment and the element 
of truth there is in it.

15. The action of one finite substance on another 
consists only in the increase of degree of its expression 
together with the diminution of the expression of the 
other, insofar as God requires them to accommodate 
themselves to one another. But, without entering 
into a long discussion, in order to reconcile the 
language of metaphysics with practice, it is sufficient 
for now to remark that we ascribe to ourselves—and 
with reason—the phenomena that we express most 
perfectly and that we attribute to other substances 
the phenomena that each expresses best. Thus a 
substance, which is of infinite extension insofar as it 
expresses everything, becomes limited in proportion 
to its more or less perfect manner of expression. This, 
then, is how one can conceive that substances impede 
or limit each other, and consequently one can say 
that, in this sense, they act upon one another and are 
required, so to speak, to accommodate themselves 
to one another. For it can happen that a change 
that increases the expression of one diminishes that 
of another. Now, the efficacy [vertu] a particular 
substance has is to express well the glory of God, and 
it is by doing this that it is less limited. And whenever 
something exercises its efficacy or power, that is, 
when it acts, it improves and extends itself insofar 
as it acts. Therefore, when a change takes place by 
which several substances are affected (in fact every 
change affects all of them), I believe one may say that 
the substance which immediately passes to a greater 
degree of perfection or to a more perfect expression 
exercises its power and acts, and the substance which 

passes to a lesser degree shows its weakness and is 
acted upon [pâtit]. I also hold that every action of 
a substance which has perfection involves some 
pleasure, and every passion some pain and vice versa. 
However, it can happen that a present advantage is 
destroyed by a greater evil in what follows, whence 
one can sin in acting, that is, in exercising one’s 
power and finding pleasure.

16. God’s extraordinary concourse is included in 
that which our essence expresses, for this expression 
extends to everything. But this concourse surpasses 
the powers of our nature or of our distinct expression, 
which is finite and follows certain subordinate 
maxims. It now only remains to explain how God 
can sometimes influence men and other substances 
by an extraordinary and miraculous concourse, since 
it seems that nothing extraordinary and supernatural 
can happen to them, given that all their events are only 
consequences of their nature. But we must remember 
what we have said above concerning miracles in the 
universe—that they are always in conformity with the 
universal law of the general order, even though they 
may be above the subordinate maxims. And to the 
extent that every person or substance is like a small 
world expressing the large world, we can say equally 
that the extraordinary action of God on this substance 
does not fail to be miraculous, despite the fact that 
it is included in the general order of the universe 
insofar as it is expressed by the essence or individual 
notion of this substance. That is why, if we include 
in our nature everything that it expresses, nothing is 
supernatural to it, for our nature extends everywhere, 
since an effect always expresses its cause and God 
is the true cause of substances. But what our nature 
expresses more perfectly belongs to it in a particular 
way, since it is in this that its power consists. But 
since it is limited, as I have just explained, there are 
many things that surpass the powers of our nature 
and even surpass the powers of all limited natures. 
Thus, to speak more clearly, I say that God’s miracles 
and extraordinary concourse have the peculiarity 
that they cannot be foreseen by the reasoning of any 
created mind, no matter how enlightened, because 
the distinct comprehension of the general order 
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