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PART I. ON JUSTICE AND NATURAL LAW

1. Meditation on the Common Concept

of Justice

(. 1702-3)

The Meditation, together with the Opinion on the Principles of Pufendorf, is the
most important large-scale writing about justice which Leibniz produced.
Though it is unfinished, and though the argument somehow never becomes
quite as strong as it threatens to do from time to time, it still contains a good
statement of his conviction that principles of right must be of the same kind as
the ‘eternal truths’ of mathematics and logic, that there is a continuum between
abstaining from evil and doing good, that divine justice must be of the same
kind as human justice (differing only in the degree of its perfection), that com-
munal property is desirable but unattainable etc. There are, in addition,
passages commenting on Aristotle, Filmer, Hobbes, and others, which are of
some interest; and the rejection of arguments in defense of slavery was liberal
for its day. The Meditation must have been written, to’ judge from internal
evidence, in ¢. 1703. (The original text is to be found in Mollat’s Rechtsphiloss-
phisches aus Leibnizens ungedruskten Schriften; this version omits the word ‘I’
[ie} which comes at the end of the ms. in the Hanover library, and which would
have led into a longer conclusion which, for some reason, Leibniz did not write.)

I

It is agreed that whatever God wills is good and just. But there remains
the question whether it is good and just because God wills it or whether
God wills it because it is good and just:! in other words, whether justice
and goodness are arbitrary or whether they belong to the necessary and
eternal truths about the nature of things, as do numbers and proportions.
The former opinion has been followed by some philosophers? and by

! Leibniz’ radical formulation of this question follows Plato’s Euthyphro (gE-
10E) almost literally, though Plato was dealing with *holiness’ rather than justice.

* To judge from his favorite targets, Leibniz probably had Descartes, Pufendorf
and (perhaps) Bossuet in mind,
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some Roman [Catholic] and Reformed theologians: but present-day
Reformed [theologians] usually reject this doctrine, as do all of our theo-
logians and most of those of the Roman Church.

Indeed it [this view] would destroy the justice of God. For why praise
him because he acts according to justice, if the notion of justice, in his
case, adds nothing to that of action? And to say stat pro ratione voluntas,
my will takes the place of rezson, is properly the motto of a tyrant. More-
over this opinion would not sufficiently distinguish God from the devil.
For if the devil, that is to say an intelligent, invisible, very great and very
evil power, were the master of the world, this devil or this God would still
be evil, even if it were necessary to honor him by force, as some peoples
honor such imaginary gods in the hope of bringing them thereby to do less
evil.

This is why certain persons, too devoted to the absolute right of God,
who have believed that he could justly condemn innocent people and
even that this might actually happen, have done wrong to the attributes
which make God lovable, and, having destroyed the love of God, they
have left only fear [behind). Indeed those who believe (for example) that
infants who die without baptism are plunged into eternal flames, must
have a very weak idea of the goodness and of the justice of God, and
injure thoughtlessly what is most essential to religion.

The sacred scriptures also give us an altogether different idea of this
sovereign substance, in speaking so often and so clearly of the goodness of
God, and presenting him as 2 person who justifies himself against com-
plaints.2 And in the story of the creation of the world the scripture says
that God considered what he had done, and found it good.3 That is to say,
he was content with his work, and had reason to be. This is a human way
of speaking which scems to be used explicitly to show that the goodness
of the actions and productions of God do not depend on his will, but on
their nature: otherwise he would only have to see what he wills and does,
to find out whether it were good, and to justify himself to himself as a wise
sovereign. Thus all our theologians and most of those of the Roman
Church, and also most of the ancient Church Fathers and the wisest and

most esteemed philosophers, have been for the second view, which holds
that goodness and justice have grounds [ons leurs raitons) independent of
will and of force.

Plato in his dialogues introduces and refutes a certain Thrasymachus,
who, wishing to explain what justice is, gives a definition which would
strongly recommend the position which we are combating, if it were
1 Adapted from Juvenal, Satirse v1, 223. 1 Job 34, 6.

1 Genesis 1, 31.
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acceptable: for that is just (says he) which is a ble or plea
most gowerful.l If that were true, there woulmer be f sens:el::czootfl'l:
sovereign coutt, nor of a supreme judge, which would be unjust, nor
would an evn! but powerful man ever be blameworthy. And what is t;mre
;h;l ::m; ;;:;op @;ld lbe ju;t or unjust, depending on the judges wht;
: 15 ridiculous, It is one thi j
fo:l"it&;nd to take the place of justi:efhmg tobe ot sod enother 1o pun
ebrated English philosopher named Hobbes, who is i
paradoxes, has wished to uphold almost the same thing as Thr::ye:t::;zf
for he wants God to have the right to do everything, because he is all-.
powerful.2 Tlus is a failure to distinguish between right and fact. For what
one can do is one thing, what one should do, another. It is this same
qu!m .who believes (and almost for the same reason) that the true
rehgno‘n is that of the state and that, as a consequence, if the Emperor
Claudn.ls, who decreed in an edict that in libera republica crepitus atque
ructus liberos esse debere, had placed the god Crepitusamong the authorized
gods, .h;? would h_ave been a real God, and worthy of worship.3

Tl:ns 18 to say, in covert terms, that there is no true religion, and that it is
nothing but an invention of men. Similarly, to say that ‘just’ is whatever
plens_&s the most powerful is nothing else than saying that there is no
certain and determined justice which keeps one from doing whatever he
wants to do a_nd can do with impunity, however evil it may be. Thus
treason, assassinations, poisonings, torture of the innocent, all will be just
if they succeed. This is, indeed, to change the nature of terms and t(;
speak a language different from that of other men; until now one has
underst?od by justice something different than that which happens every
da)'r. It is believed that a happy man can be evil, and that an unpunished
action can nevertheless be unjust; that is, that it may deserve to be
pt'nmshed: _sl_.lch that it is only a question of knowing why it deserves it,
without raising the question whether the pain will actually follow or not,
or whether some judge will impose it.

There were [once] two tyrants in Sicily named Denis, father and son;
the father was more evil than the son, [since] he had established his tyrannj;
b.y the ds.truction of many honest men; his son was less cruel, but more
given to disorders and to luxuries: the father was happy, and maintsined

;il:fto, Republic 1 338¢ ff.
erence to Hobbes’ De Cive xv, 5: ‘God in his natural kingdom hath s ri
::;Ie,, and to punish those who break his laws, ﬁ'omk?i; sole irresistil "n'illlz

3 From Suetonius, ¥4 i . . :
belching ahot:&u:,be';':::f“dn’ ch. 32: ‘In  free state the passing of wind and
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PART II, ON SOCIAL LIFE, ENLIGHTENMENT
AND THE RULE OF PRINCES

3. On Natural Law

This short piece shows, perhaps more clearly than any other, how much some
of Leibniz’ political views remained medieval, how much force the ideas of
hierarchy and natural subordination still had for him. It relates Leibniz to some
of his German predecessors - particularly Althusius - and makes clear the gap
which separates him from, c.g. the grest English theorists of the seventeenth
century. (The present translation follows the German text to be found in
Guhrauer’s Dextsche Schrifien.)

I

Justice is a social duty [Tugend], or a duty which preserves society.

A society [Gemeinschaft] is a union of different men for 2 common
purpose, -

A natural society is one which is demanded by nature [so die Natur
haben will).

The signs by which one can conclude that nature demands something,
are that nature has given us a desire and the powers or force to fulfill it:
for nature does nothing in vain.

Above all, when the matter involves a necessity or a permanent
[besténdigen] utility: for nature everywhere achieves the best,

The most perfect society is that whose purpose is the general and
supreme happiness [Ghickseligkeit].

Natural law is that which preserves or promotes natural societics.

The first natural society is between man and wife, for it is necessary to
preserve the human race,

The second [is] between parents and children; it arises at once out of the
former; for when children are once created, or freely adopted, they must
be reared, that is, governed and nourished. In return they owe their
parents obedience and help after they are raised. For [it] is in hope of such
gratitude [that] such socicties are preserved and promoted, though nature
demands them primarily for the sake of children. For they may one day
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8o Social Life, Enlightenment and the Rule of Princes

however, we are speaking of unlimited society which involves the whole
of life and welfare. Stupid men are grown children. But if such rule
[Regierung] is for the sake of conservation, it exists between master and
servant and consists in this, that the master makes the servant’s welfare
secure, while the latter submits to the rule of the former.

All of these societies are simple or composite [susammengesetzr], and
also [exist] between a few or many men. Accordingly all unlimited or
comprehensive societies [ Lebensgesellschaften] can be reduced to certain
points, namely to education and instruction, rule and obedience, friend-
ship or co-operation, adjutorium, etc.

Children, in so far as they have been reared, already owe obedience as
far as their powers permit, [and] as they attain understanding, friendship
and assistance to the master as well, although their education is not
completed.

Man and wife are bound by nature to friendship and mutual assistance
in a brotherly way. In the same way parents and children, and also relatives
and members of a community {Gemeine] must have an understanding of
each other; for understanding belongs to friendship.

One can educate, who is himself being educated, and also rule, while he
is being ruled. But there must be subordination in this case.

All unlimited societies do indeed aim at welfare, but they do not all
attain it; hence more men have had to unite to create greater and stronger
communities. Thus households, clans, villages, monasteries, orders, cities,
provinces, and finally the whole human race, which also constitutes a
community under the rule of God, [have united).

If everything in the world were arranged in the most perfect way, then,
first of all, parents, children and relatives would be the best of friends, and
whole families would have chosen an art of living, would have arranged
everything that they have to this end, would abide in it and continue to
perfect themselves in their art and direct their children to the same end,
and would marry people of the same calling [Beruf]in order to be united
through education from their parents. These clans would make up guilds
or castes out of which cities would arise; these would enter into provinces
and all countries, finally, would stand under the church of God.1

1 Leibniz’ views on this point did not change very much in later life, as, e.g. his
letter to Peter the Great (1716) shows. See Projet d'un Mémoire de Leibniz ou
Czar en vue des Progrés des Arts et des Sciences et des Ecoles dans I'Empire Russe,
in Leibniz et Picrre le Grand, by A. Foucher de Careil, Paris, 1874

4. Notes on Social Life

e —————— TN

This short work, which is undated, is ising i

, is somewhat surprising in th ibni
n‘?:ﬁ of the Goldeq Rule, which he turns into a prudenfial pol‘;t:!l;i Lmﬁ':lz
(The present translation omits a few passages which refer to writers who are m;

h ; . : X
;;5;:;ud at all; the original text is to be found in vol. 11 of Grua's Textes

The p!lace of others is the true point of perspective in politics as well as in
morality, And the precept of Jesus Christ to put oneself in another’s place
serves not only the object of which our Lord spoke, that is to say morfli
in order to know our duties toward our neighbor, but also in politics ?:;
order 10 know the intentions which our neighbor may have against 1’:s 1
.One.wnll never understand these [intentions] better than by putting himseif
in his place, or when one imagines oneself councilor and minister of state
of an enemy or suspect prince, One thinks then what he could think or
undertake, and what one could advise him to do. This fiction excites our
thoughts, and has served me more than once in properly divining what
was to be done. It may be, in truth, that one's neighbor is neither so mal-
fnten_t:one-d, nor so clear-sighted as I make him out; but the surest thin
is to imagine things at their worst in politics, that is when it is a questio;gl
of _bemg carefl.-ll and of being defensive, just as it is necessary to imagine
[thmgs'] at their best in morality, when it is a question of harmin, gand
offending otl.lers. However, morality itself permits this [kind of] o?itics
when the evil that one fears is great, that is, when the taking of Eecurit;
measures does not cause a greater number of greater evils than the evil
(itself], and there is an actio damni infecti in natural law. .2 i
Thus one can say that the place of others, in morality as in politics, isa
place proper to help us discover considerations which would not other’wis
come to us; and that everything which we would find unjust if we were in
the place of others, must seem to us to be suspect of injustice. And, more-
over, everything which we would not wish if we were in thi's plac’e must
make us stop and examine it [what would not be wished] more closely.
1 Leibniz’ turning of this moral maxim i i iti ility i
rather surprising - but no more so th“ann “ﬂllt: c:?l:lfl%f::;;gg‘rﬁ;::i:;ﬂgml:

on 2 cynicism which one does not ordinarily associate wi ibni
2 See note 2 to the Codex Juris Gentium (below, p, :66:)‘.mh Lefbaiz
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