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The Philosophy of Leibniz

Leibniz's philosophy is based upon the idea of a monad, which is an "immaterial, simple, mind-like entity." (Leibniz did not originate the term "monad"; it was used a century before by Giordano Bruno). The monads are the basic units of which everything is comprised; matter is only a composition of monads. To borrow Kant's terminology, matter is phenomenal, not noumenal; matter itself is not a basic building block of reality. Monads, according to Leibniz, cannot fundamentally be affected by anything else in the universe (Leibniz describes them as "without windows"). Therefore, monads cannot really interact with each other. To explain how entities apparently interact with each other, Leibniz says that each monad has a system of internal programming, which creates the impression in each of a pair of monads that they are interacting with, affecting, or communicating with each other. This system is set up by God. The system under which God set up the monads so that they will perceive the supposed influence upon each other is called the pre-established harmony by Leibniz. ("Leibniz" 599-600; Hawton 204) 

All monads encompass the reality of the entire universe from that particular monad's point of view. The monads contain impressions of what has happened, is happening, and will happen. One of the few fundamental ways in which monads differ from each other is in the point of view from which they reflect the rest of the universe. ("Leibniz" 600) This reflection, which is due to the pre-established harmony, explains how our body knows what our mind, or soul (the central monad of our existence, dominant in a way over the monads which comprise our physical bodies) what the mind or soul wants it to do: the soul is not telling the body what to do, but the pre-established harmony lets the body know when the mind or soul wants it to do something. This basic tenet of Leibnizian philosophy also explains how our souls can feel pain stemming from something that happens to our physical bodies. (Abernathy 205). 

To illustrate the pre-established harmony, Leibniz gives the examples of the two choirs and the two clocks. If two choirs are singing the same piece of music at the same time, then we can know what exact notes the second choir is singing if we can hear the first, even if the second choir is on the other side of the earth. And if two clocks tell the exact same time, and both clocks keep perfect time, we can tell what time the second clock tells by looking at the first, even if we are nowhere near the second. (Abernathy 205) 

Leibniz established a hierarchy of monads, starting with the simple monads of the inorganic world (which have a confused perception of all other monads, but no memory or reason) to the monads of animals (which have simple reason, understanding, and memory) to human monads (which have a developed sense of reflection, self-consciousness, memory, and reason) to God, who is the ultimate monad. 

The existence of God is central and crucial to the philosophy of Leibniz, and he gives at least four arguments for the existence of God. One that seems to best fit into the rest of his philosophy is his second argument for the existence of God, which is a version of the cosmological argument. Everything in the world, Leibniz tells us in this argument, is contingent, not necessary. And because everything is contingent, there must be a reason for its existence. This reason must be good enough to ensure that everything exists with no shadow of a doubt; and this sufficient reason, Leibniz tells us, is God. (Abernathy 207) 

One of the most remarkable parts of Leibnizian philosophy (at least, one of the parts that has been the most remarked upon) is his argument that we live in the best of all possible worlds. God is infinitely good, Leibniz tells us; therefore, his creation is good in that it represents the greatest excess of good over evil in all of the possible worlds that God could have created. (Abernathy 207) 

One of the parts of Leibnizian philosophy that seems to be the most unusual is his belief that God, although omnipotent, is limited. God is limited in that he can only cause possibilities to exist if they are compossible (if there is no logical contradiction to their coexistence). (Abernathy 207) 

Although Leibniz distinguishes between several types of evil, his basic argument is that evil for individual monads stems, for the most part, from the individual monad not being God (that is, monads experience evil because they are created, imperfect, and are contingent, rather than being the eternal, perfect, and necessary monad which is God). (Abernathy 207) Leibniz also asserts that every evil which occurs is part of a greater good and that all actions get their just rewards at some time, if not right away. In the Monadology, Leibniz states that sins must carry their penalty with them by the order of nature, and even in virtue or the mechanical structure of things. Similarly, noble actions will receive their rewards with regard to bodies, even though this cannot, and must not, always happen immediately. (Leibniz 640) 

Other Philosophers

The fact that Voltaire has concentrated on Leibniz's philosophy should not be understood to mean that Leibniz is the only philosopher that Voltaire wished to criticize with the publication of Candide. (Nor should the fact that I have concentrated on Leibniz in this paper be taken to imply that I thought he was the only philosopher that Voltaire wished to criticize). Besides attacking organized religion, the military, and the stupidity of people in general, Voltaire had an attack for a group of philosophers in general, of which Leibniz was simply one of the chief exponents. Another of the exponents of the "All is well" philosophy was the English poet Alexander Pope, whose Essay on Man expressed many of the same ideas that Voltaire was criticizing. As Lowers said, it was "a rationalistic effort to defend the ways of God to man philosophically." (Lowers 63). Most of these ideas were expressed by Pope in the first epistle of that poem, where he asserts that chance is "Direction which thou canst not see"; that discord is "Harmony, not understood"; and that partial evil is "universal good." In line 294 of the first epistle, Pope claims that "One truth is clear, WHATEVER IS, IS RIGHT." (Lowers 64) 

Nor do I believe that Voltaire would agree with the ideas of Kant, with his synthetic a priori concepts; Like Locke and Hume, Voltaire believed that the mind was tabula rasa, a blank slate, when born, and that the senses are the pens, pencils, and typewriters which write on the paper of the mind. I also think that, as a champion of individualism, Voltaire would reject Hegel, with his doctrine that individuals embody the "spirit of the people." Finally, I believe that Voltaire would emphatically reject the ideology of Marx, with his doctrine of "From each according to his ability, to each according to his need." I believe that Voltaire would reject any idea (such as those both implicit and explicit in Hegel and his most famous follower, Marx) which bound any man to live for his fellow men. 

Conclusion

Leibniz was likely one of the last of the philosophers of his era to advocate that some men should give up their well-being for the general good of humanity. The rising tide of the various schools of thought promoting the rights of individuals assured that this idea did not resurface in a substantial way until the mid-nineteenth century, when socialism and communism began to become "a specter haunting Europe," in the words of Marx and Engels. Also contributing to the lack of popular adherents which Leibniz has in the modern day was his belief (which he shared with other rationalists) that the senses are not to be trusted. Although many modern-day people believe that there is a higher reality than that which the senses can perceive, most of these people will at least admit that their senses tell them the truth about the world that the senses do perceive. 

