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Throughout the Discourse on Metaphysics and the Letters to Arnauld , 

specifically, Leibniz embarks on an exploration of necessity and contingency 

in relation to the key metaphysical principles he postulates. Since the 

publication of the Discourse, Leibniz’s work has been subject to a barrage of 

philosophical criticism, the majority attempting to demonstrate the 

incompatibility of Leibniz’s metaphysical principles with the desirable ideas 

of divine and human freedom and the contingency of some propositions. In 

this essay, I will seek to sustain the line of argument that although Leibniz’s 

initial proposals within the Discourse are susceptible to stark criticism, he 

does seem to manage to justify his beliefs in the face of it and present a 

reasonable account of contingency. 

Leibniz’s consideration of necessary and contingent truths follows directly 

from the postulation of his ‘ Predicate in Notion Principle’ which states that ‘ 

the notion of the predicate is contained in some way in that of the subject’ 

(Leibniz, ‘ Extracts from the letters to Arnauld’ in G. W. Leibniz: Philosophical 

Essays ed. Ariew and Garber) ; all subjects contain within them all predicates

relating to them. His exploration of necessity and contingency stems from 

what Leibniz calls ‘ a great difficulty’ (Leibniz, ‘ Discourse on Metaphysics’, 

13), namely that the containment of all predicates that a subject has ever 

had, presently has, or will ever have, seems to suggest a world of necessity 

and determination. He expresses this clearly in the Discourse: ‘ 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 
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seems that this would eliminate the difference between contingent 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 

in the world.'(Leibniz, ‘ Discourse on Metaphysics’, 13) Essentially, Leibniz is 

generating an objection against himself here; he is raising the issue of the 

compatibility of the Predicate in Notion Principle, which he so firmly adheres 

to, and his idea of contingency and human freedom. A similar concern about 

the compatibility of the Predicate in Notion principle and the idea of 

contingency can be stated as follows. Let x represent a subject and y a 

predicate; if x= y , then the proposition ¬x= f is a contradiction. 

Contradictions are impossible. The opposite of impossible is necessary. 

Therefore, every true proposition we would have to claim to be necessary; no

true proposition can be contingent posing a grave problem for the assertion 

that humans and God have freedom. 

This invites him to delve further into the conception of necessity. A 

necessary proposition, for Leibniz, is true in any and every possible world, 

contingent propositions are true in this world but could easily have been 

false in another. It is through this idea of possible worlds that Leibniz is able 

to escape the aforementioned worry; thought it seems that a subject 

containing all its future predicates is necessarily going to perform certain 

actions or think certain things, in another possible world which God could 

have actualized, the same subject could easily have had different predicates.

Therefore, it is not true that the actions or thoughts of that individual are 

necessary because they are not the same in every possible world. Leibniz 

suggests that ‘ we must distinguish between what is certain and what is 
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necessary’; future contingents are evidently certain because God, in his 

omniscience, knows all that will happen in his world, but this certainty does 

not entail necessity since God could have actualized a different possible 

world in which different things occurred. As Broad notes, ‘ the behaviour of 

any actual body under given conditions is physically necessary, though 

metaphysically contingent.’ (Broad, C. D. Leibniz. An introduction, p. 28) 

Leibniz also draws the distinction between absolute and hypothetical 

necessity in order to address the issue. Absolute necessity is that ‘ whose 

contrary implies a contradiction…this deduction occurs in the eternal truths, 

for example, the truths of geometry.’ (Leibniz, ‘ Discourse on Metaphysics’, 

13) The contrary of many propositions which we would want to call 

contingent, however, does not imply a contradiction; Caesar not crossing the

Rubicon does not imply a contradiction. Instead, this type of proposition ‘ 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.’ (Leibniz, ‘ 

Discourse on Metaphysics’, 13) Everything is determined by God; it is not 

metaphysically impossible for it to be the case that one performs a different 

action to that which is determined but it would be impossible for this to occur

due to God’s pre-determination, his choice to actualize the best possible 

world. God’s choice to actualize the best possible world is also, according to 

Leibniz, a contingent action for ‘ it is reasonable and certain…that God will 

always do the best, even though what is less perfect does not imply a 

contradiction.’ (Leibniz, ‘ Discourse on Metaphysics’, 13) 
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As an aside, Broad also offers a method through which we can counter the 

claim that the Predicate in Notion Principle is incompatible with contingency. 

He claims that propositions are only necessary if the subscribe to two 

conditions: ‘ the term must have a commonly accepted definition or 

description… [and].. the proposition in question must be entailed either by 

this definition or description alone, or by it in combination with premises all 

of which are necessary.'(Broad, C. D. Leibniz. An introduction, p. 27) He 

claims that most singular propositions about individuals don’t fulfil these 

conditions; individuals don’t have ‘ definitions’ or ‘ descriptions’ as such 

thereby rendering both the first and second condition unfulfilled. Though this

might be the case, however, this is simply a way in which Leibniz can be 

interpreted to satisfactorily account for contingency by redefining his theory.

It is more helpful to return to Leibniz’s response. 

It seems, as demonstrated earlier, that Leibniz’s own worry about the effect 

of the Predicate in Notion Principle on the idea of contingency prompts him 

to offer a solid theory of how contingency can exist in tandem with it. This 

theory itself, however, carries numerous points of contention which require 

examination. Perhaps one of the most poignant worries is the maintenance 

of the freedom of God. It seems that, in postulating a world where all 

predicates are contained in all subjects and therefore all is determined, 

God’s freedom is substantially limited. Arnauld famously expresses this 

concern in a letter to Leibniz : ‘ I thought that we might infer that God was 

free to create or not create Adam, but assuming that he wanted to create 

him, everything that has happened to humankind had to happen, or ought to

happen, by a fatal necessity, or at least, I thought that, assuming he wanted 
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to create Adam, God is no more free, with respect to all this, than he would 

be not to create a creature capable of thought, assuming that he wanted to 

create me.’ (Leibniz, ‘ Extracts from the letters to Arnauld’ in G. W. Leibniz: 

Philosophical Essays ed. Ariew and Garber) Leibniz offers rebuttal to 

Arnauld’s criticism which I think seem generally cogent. Firstly, he points out 

that God, when deciding to create Adam, would resolve to create a very 

specific version of Adam, the consequences of the creation of which would 

be consequences that God wills to happen. God considers the whole picture 

of the world before creating an Adam with the specific attributes to allow this

world to be actualized. Leibniz states that God ‘ takes into consideration all 

the resolutions he has concerning the whole series of the universe; this is 

somewhat like a wise man who, making a decision about one part of his plan 

and having the whole plan in view, would decide so much the better, if his 

decision could settle all the parts at once.’ (Leibniz, ‘ Extracts from the 

letters to Arnauld’ in G. W. Leibniz: Philosophical Essays ed. Ariew and 

Garber) This does seem to preserve divine freedom since God is so 

omniscient that he can perceive the consequences of everything that will 

ever occur and determines them all at once in order to arrive at the best 

possible world. This idea of God generating a plan in its entirety for the world

and its inhabitants also serves to counter the worry that God, if he does 

determine all of our actions, also pre-determines sin. For example, it seems 

that God created an Adam naturally pre-determined to disobey him. The idea

that God generates a plan for the universe which results in the most overall 

good, the best possible world, offers justification of this. Broad puts the point

succinctly: ‘ he had to choose between a total state of affairs containing 

disobedient Adam, and other states of affairs containing no Adam or an 
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obedient one. As he saw that the former was on the whole better than any of

the latter, his consequent volition was for a disobedient Adam.’ (Broad, C. D. 

Leibniz. An introduction, p. 27) Admittedly, human freedom emerges a little 

battered from this idea of a divine plan but it is perhaps questionable 

whether Leibniz even wishes to maintain human freedom; it certainly seems 

as if he is espousing a deterministic world view and talks frequently of the ‘ 

certainty’ of our actions. 

This reply, however, gives rise to a further objection from Arnauld. Leibniz 

maintains that the specific Adam determined ‘ with respect to all these 

circumstances’ is an Adam chosen from an array of possible Adams. Arnauld 

claims it difficult to conceive of a number of Adams existing potentially since 

Adam is a particular individual with particular predicates, the collection of 

which determine ‘ Adam.’ As Russell points out, ‘ a subject is defined by its 

predicates, and therefore, if the predicates were different, the subject could 

not be the same.’ (B. Russell, A Critical Examination of the Philosophy of 

Leibniz chapter 3) Surely, the alteration of predicates means that a collection

of possible Adams would not exist, only a collection of particular people all 

different from Adam; ‘ it is as difficult to conceive of several Adams, taking 

Adam as a particular nature, as it is to conceive of several mes.’ However, it 

is perhaps debatable whether this would really make a difference to the 

overall coherency of Leibniz’s theory; if I have understood the problem 

correctly, it seems to me to be one of terminology i. e. claiming that we 

cannot claim that person A is the same as person B because they have 

slightly different predicates. This would certainly be the case for Leibniz but 

it doesn’t seem obvious that he is claiming that these so-called ‘ possible 
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Adams’ are actually the same person, they are merely potential people. 

Leibniz, reasserting the worry of Arnauld, states that there could be a 

multiplicity of Adams who share the same predicates as the Adam we know 

and who fit the description of the Adam we are familiar with. However, 

Leibniz points out that this simply serves to demonstrate the importance of 

an individual having a complete and determinate nature. The Indentity of 

Indiscernibles Principle states that it is impossible for two individuals to be 

completely alike; ‘ therefore, we must not conceive of a vague Adam, that is,

a person to whom certain attributes of Adam belong, when we are concerned

with determining whether all human events follow from positing his 

existence; rather, we must attribute to him a notion so complete that 

everything that can be attributed to him can be deduced from it.’ (Leibniz, ‘ 

Extracts from the letters to Arnauld’ in G. W. Leibniz: Philosophical Essays 

ed. Ariew and Garber) 

Still, even if Leibniz can satisfactorily counter objections against his theory of

contingency, there remains the problem of God and the predicates which, 

according to the Predicate in Notion Principle, are supposedly contained 

within him. For example, if the notion of God contains within it the predicate 

that ‘ God will actualize the best possible world’, then it seems that God has 

no freedom in this regard and it follows, since the contingency of the world 

and its inhabitants depends on the contingent decision of God, that nothing 

can be said to be truly contingent. The criticism, then, seems to be a 

powerful one. However, it seems that Leibniz’s idea that all subjects contain 

their predicates in some way, is the case because God created beings this 

way. Individuals can be said to contain all of their predicates because God 
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pre-determines, like Leibniz says, everything that will ever occur in the 

world. God is perhaps not subject to the same law since it is a law which he 

generated in his creation of a world in which everyone is determined. In 

addition, though some might suggest that God’s nature means he will 

necessarily have to choose to actualize the best possible world, this doesn’t 

necessarily have to be the case. The perfection of God means that it is 

impossible that he would will a world lesser than the best possible world to 

come into existence. This world is not necessary because God chose to bring 

this world into existence as opposed to others; it was contingent upon the 

free choice of God. However, this does not entail that he is necessarily bound

to choose a particular world. God has all perfections including perfect 

goodness; in his perfect goodness he will want to actualize the best world; 

his bringing about a lesser world, however, does not necessarily imply a 

contradiction, simply a falsity. 

In conclusion, Leibniz’s conception of contingency and necessity is open to a 

number of criticisms. However, it does seem that in the majority of cases, 

Leibniz manages to counter his critics in a cogent manner. I am not 

convinced that any of the aforementioned concerns about the preservation 

of contingency within Leibniz’s framework are particularly fatal to his theory. 
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