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        To be ignorant of the past is to be forever a child. For what is the time of man, lest it be interwoven with that memory of ancient things of a superior age?

        CICERO

      

      

      

      The first three books in the Ancient Wisdom series survey a thousand years of Western intellectual history, from the rise of the Greek city states to the peak height of the Roman Empire. This uniquely fertile period, which encompasses the Golden Age of Athens, began in mystical, mythological thought, and culminated in the hyper-rational, hyper-practical philosophy of the Stoics.

      The incipient Christian religion absorbed and adapted, and for a long time occulted, many ancient doctrines, which is why, despite their remoteness, they can seem so strangely familiar. In the late Middle Ages, the rediscovery of Plato fuelled the humanistic Renaissance, which pushed back against the Church of Rome.

      The Renaissance was a time of great hope and optimism, which, in many ways, proved premature. Faith provides a compelling reason to live, and a compelling reason to be good, which, for better or worse, many people have lost. For all our progress in science, technology, and education, more than one in five adults are now suffering from some form of depression. It’s almost as if we’ve come full circle, minus the philosophy.

      Might it then be time to look afresh at these ancient ideas and find in them a happier way of living? Might it be time, in other words, for a new Renaissance?
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      I first read Schopenhauer and Nietzsche as a teenager, though they were, of course, not on the curriculum (nothing truly important ever is). Had I not read them, my life would have been very different.

      To my teenage self, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche were a lot more accessible than the rigorously systematic Leibniz, Kant, and Hegel, who also lacked the rebel appeal. Although they were both avowed atheists, there was something of the prophet and saviour about them. Their philosophies felt personal and urgent, and spoke to my own problems of living.

      It was in reading Schopenhauer that Nietzsche was awoken to philosophy. But later, he repudiated Schopenhauer’s pessimism and inverted it into a proactive affirmation of life, embracing struggle and the creation of one’s own values—and, in losing his sanity, paying the ultimate price.

      I had at least three motives for writing this book. First, I wanted to study everything that Schopenhauer and Nietzsche had ever published, which I could not well do without understanding those who came before. Schopenhauer borrowed Kant’s entire superstructure. In assimilating Kant’s thing-in-itself with Will, he thought to have completed Kant’s work. Ultimately, the philosophy of Leibniz, and, therefore, German philosophy, arose from the ruins of the centuries-old Aristotelian system of the Church and universities, which had been torn asunder by the Scientific Revolution. The demise of the Aristotelian-Scholastic system left a void that needed filling, ideally by some all-encompassing metaphysical system on the scale of the old, Aristotelian one. The three seventeenth-century philosophers who rose to this challenge were Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz—which is why, in the Introduction, before even touching upon Leibniz, I discuss the Scientific Revolution, Descartes, and Spinoza.

      Second, in writing the Ancient Wisdom series, I often found myself referring to the German philosophers. Leibniz, Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche were grounded first and foremost in Latin and Greek, and steeped in the classics, which informed and inspired many of their greatest ideas. Hegel’s dialectic method is rooted in the Socratic and Platonic method of dialogue and contradiction. His Spirit [Geist] is rooted in the Aristotelian notion of Mind [Nous]. And so on. Moreover, Leibniz had for his primary aim to rescue Aristotle, and, in so doing, rescue God, the soul, and the primacy of man. Kant can be read as essentially continuing this project. In sum, German philosophy is a kind of continuation of Greek philosophy. Like Greek philosophy, it is extremely rich in ideas, which could be of use to us, for instance, in understanding and addressing our mental health crisis. At the same time, German philosophy is not reactionary or insular, but thoroughly modern and European. Leibniz wrote in French and Latin, and would, if he could, have remained in Paris all his life. Kant had only one picture in his house, which hung above his bureau. This picture was of Jean-Jacques Rousseau—to whom I have devoted an entire chapter. Nietzsche, who was officially stateless, spent most of his time in Switzerland, Italy, and France, and would rather have been Polish than German. Schopenhauer’s daily walk landed him at Frankfurt’s Senckenberg library, where he would catch up with The Times of London. We might well ask whether there is even such a thing as German philosophy—a question that I’ll be returning to at the end of the book.

      Third, German philosophy can be so impenetrable as to seem quasi mystical. Yet, it is the backbone of modern Western philosophy, with Kant the single most important philosopher since Plato and Aristotle. I wanted to render a humble service by making German philosophy more accessible. Why was Kant such a revolutionary? Is there more to Nietzsche than a few clichés? Was Leibniz completely off his head? To make these thinkers more accessible, I did a couple of things. First, I adopted a story-telling approach. Embedding their works and ideas within their lived context enables the reader to discover them ‘at the same time’ as they themselves did, and for the same reasons. Second, I followed Kant’s advice to keep it concise, so that the reader can better distinguish the form of their thought—see, as it were, the wood for the trees. Still, let’s not pretend that a book on German philosophy is going to be easy. In my first days studying philosophy, a lecturer advised us to read slowly, and, if necessary, to re-read: “This is not pulp fiction, it’s philosophy. After a few pages, you might feel tired. You might feel exhausted. And that’s to be expected. It’s your mind working.”

      But stick with me, and let me do for you what the German Greeks did for me.
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          THE COPERNICAN REVOLUTION, DESCARTES, AND SPINOZA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Doubt thou the stars are fire;

        Doubt that the sun doth move;

        Doubt truth to be a liar;

        But never doubt I love.

      

      

      

      The Scientific Revolution disrupted the centuries-old Aristotelian system of the Church and universities. In 1543, the Pole Nicolaus Copernicus published On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres, challenging the geocentric system of Aristotle and Ptolemy in which the Earth—and, more importantly, man—stood proud and unmoving at the centre of the universe.

      The heliocentrism championed by Copernicus, with the Earth and planets revolving around the Sun, though (quite literally) revolutionary, had been defended already in antiquity, before the time of Ptolemy—namely by Aristarchus of Samos (d. 230 BCE), who envisioned the Earth revolving around the Sun once a year, and rotating about its axis once a day. Aristarchus agreed with Anaxagoras (d. 428 BCE) that the Sun, albeit closer to us, is, really, just another star.

      In 1588, the Dane Tycho Brahe, for a variety of empirical and philosophical reasons, sought to compromise by advancing a ‘geoheliocentric’ system, called the Tychonic system, with the Earth at the centre of the universe, the Sun, Moon, and stars revolving around the Earth, but the other five planets revolving around the Sun.

      After Tycho’s death, his former assistant and successor Johannes Kepler (d. 1630) abandoned the Tychonic system. He used Tycho’s observations to prove that the orbits of the planets are not circles but ellipses—resulting in a modified Copernican system. Kepler’s First Law states that every planet travels in an elliptical orbit, with the Sun at one of the two foci of the ellipse. His Second Law, also included in his Astronomia nova of 1609, affirms that an imaginary line connecting a planet to the Sun sweeps out equal areas in equal amounts of time. And his Third Law, published nine years later in his Harmonices mundi, states that the square of a planet’s orbital period is proportional to the cube of its distance (the length of the semi-major axis of its orbit) from the Sun. Pause your reading to reflect on how amazing that is.

      If Kepler underpinned the Copernican system with elegant mathematics, Galileo buttressed it with sharp observation. Galileo designed a telescope which led to a 30x improvement in magnification, and, in 1610, published his findings in his Sidereus nuncius [Sidereal Messenger]. These findings, including the rough surface of the Earth’s moon and the four ‘Galilean’ moons of Jupiter (Ganymede, Callisto, Io, and Europa—all lovers, or victims, of Zeus), undermined the Aristotelian notion of the perfection of the heavens. Through his telescope, Galileo also sighted the Milky Way, which resolved into what seemed like faraway stars—supporting the hypothesis, advanced among others by Giordano Bruno (d. 1600, at the stake), of an infinite universe.

      But it is Newton who completed the Copernican Revolution, and put the nail in the coffin of the Aristotelian system, with the publication, in 1687, of his Principia mathematica. In this work deemed impenetrable, he introduced not only his three laws of motion but also the Law of Universal Gravitation, which supplied the physics of Kepler’s mathematical laws. According to the Law of Universal Gravitation, any two objects exert a gravitational force of attraction on each other, the magnitude of which is proportional to the product of the masses of the objects, and inversely proportional to the square of the distance between them. In the mid-1660s, Newton kept a notebook with the title, Quaestiones quaedam philosophicae [Certain Philosophical Questions]. Above this title, he inscribed the motto (which is a paraphrase of Aristotle), Amicus Plato amicus Aristotle magis amica veritas: Plato is my friend, Aristotle is my friend, but truth is a greater friend still.

      Also contradicting the Aristotelian worldview were William Harvey’s demonstration of the circulation of blood, published in his De motu cordis of 1628, and Galileo’s discovery that falling objects undergo uniform acceleration irrespective of their mass, published in his Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems (that is, the Ptolemaic and the Copernican) of 1632. Aristotle had held that heavier objects fall faster, and that blood is constantly produced in the liver and consumed in the body’s periphery.

      More radically, both Harvey and Galileo privileged experiment and observation over the authority of Aristotle, Ptolemy, Galen, and the Bible. Only a decade earlier, in 1620, Francis Bacon had formalised the modern scientific method in his Novum organum, which sought to undermine and replace Aristotle’s canonical treatise on logic, the Organon (hence the title, Novum organum). Galileo—attatatatae!—even published in Italian rather than the de rigueur Latin.

      The demise of the Aristotelian system, for all its promises, left a void that needed filling, ideally by some all-encompassing metaphysical system on the scale of the old, Aristotelian one. If the Earth no longer stood at the centre of the cosmos, was man not the glory of creation, as affirmed in the Bible (1 Corinthians 11:7)? In this new mechanistic, atomistic world of matter in motion, where might God and the immaterial soul fit in? Where freedom and justice? And where, even, heaven and hell?

      As recently as 1588, Galileo, qua mathematician, had been invited to address the Florentine Academy on the location, size, and arrangement of hell as described in Dante’s Inferno—underscoring the scale of the mind shift required. Even that paragon of the Scientific Revolution, Newton, albeit in secret, dedicated the larger part of his life to alchemy and the search for the fabled philosopher’s stone.

      DESCARTES

      The three seventeenth century philosophers who rose to the challenge of formulating a comprehensive metaphysics are René Descartes (1596-1650), Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), and our first man Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716), who sometimes inserted, with little to no justification, the nobiliary particle von in front of his cognomen.

      Descartes categorically rejected the substantial forms and primary matter of the mediaeval, Aristotelian schoolmen. In a letter to his friend Marin Mersenne dated 28 January 1641, he writes that his Meditations on First Philosophy ‘contain all the foundations of my physics. But please do not tell people, for that might make it harder for the supporters of Aristotle to approve them. I hope that readers will gradually get used to my principles, and recognise their truth, before they notice that they destroy the principles of Aristotle.’

      Two decades earlier, Descartes had been serving in the army of Duke Maximilian of Bavaria. On 10-11 November 1619, while stationed near Ulm or else Neuberg an der Donau, he found refuge in a room with an ‘oven’ (probably a cockle stove) to escape from the cold and reflect on his thoughts. That night, he had three dreams which determined the course of his life. To repay these visions, he vowed to make a pilgrimage to the shrine of Our Lady of Loretto in the Italian region of Marche—and, in 1623, fulfilled his vow.

      What Descartes had seen or grasped on that eve of St Martin’s Day 1619 is the unity of the sciences under mathematics: if a concrete problem could be abstracted into mathematical form, it would become clearer and more amenable to solving. Thus, in the course of his life, he contributed several mathematical innovations. In his La Géométrie (1637), he introduced the modern exponential notation which is taught in every modern school. He established the convention of using the letters x, y, z to represent unknown variables in equations, and a, b, c to represent known variables. If that were not impressive enough, he bridged algebra and geometry by transforming numerical relationships into geometrical shapes, plotting these lines and curves on a coordinate plane, and showing how they could be represented in the form of algebraic equations—a field now known as analytic, coordinate, or Cartesian geometry.

      In the stove-heated room, Descartes began to question the foundations of his beliefs, so that the stove-heated room came to serve as a metaphor of his famous method of doubt, by which he systematically dismantled the edifice of his beliefs to rebuild on a more secure foundation of indubitable truths, to be arrived at through a predetermined set of logical rules. In this climate of radical doubt, he could doubt the existence of the outside world, even the existence of his own body… but not that he was the one doing the doubting.

      Although Descartes knew that he was thinking, and so that he was, he could not be sure that his thinking bore any relation to the outside world. So he introduced an à priori proof (a proof derived from thought alone) for the existence of God, and argued that such a benevolent being would not deceive his favoured creation, man—so long as man had employed his (Descartes’s) method of doubt and taken every precaution to have ‘clear and distinct’ ideas and not to be deceived.

      Notice that for the rationalist and dualist Descartes, there are two radically distinct types of substance, mental (the mind or soul, or res cogitans) and physical (the body, or res extensa), and that it is by the knowable mind, rather than the deceptive senses, that the physical can be apprehended. The wax analogy is one of the most famous passages in the Meditations. When a piece of wax is heated, all its sensory properties change. Only the mind grasps its underlying essence, which consists in extension (as well as flexibility and movability in space), and recognises it as the same piece of wax. The physical, being extended, is divisible; but mind is indivisible, and therefore not physical. Since it is not physical, mind is beyond the laws of physics, and free and immortal.

      
        
        [T]here is a great difference between the mind and the body, inasmuch as the body is by its very nature always divisible, while the mind is utterly indivisible. For when I consider the mind, or myself in so far as I am merely a thinking thing, I am unable to distinguish any parts within myself; I understand myself to be something quite single and complete… By contrast, there is no corporeal or extended thing that I can think of which in my thought I cannot easily divide into parts; and this very fact makes me understand that it is divisible. This one argument would be enough to show me that the mind is completely different from the body. 

      

      

      Under the Aristotelian system, all living things had a vegetative (or nutritive) soul; animals, in addition, had a sensitive soul; and humans, on top of that, had a rational soul. For fear of granting them immortality and a place in heaven, Descartes denied their souls to the animals. Animals, he claimed, are mere automata, whose functions ‘follow from the mere arrangement of the machine’s organs every bit as naturally as the movements of a clock or other automaton follow from the arrangement of its counterweights and wheels’. For Descartes, it is not merely that animals do not reason, but also, contra common sense, that they do not feel, perceive, or sense. Clearly, he did not have a cat. According to lore, he once threw a cat out of a window in an attempt to demonstrate that the poor thing lacked consciousness.

      Descartes’s mind-body dualism is commonly taken for the starting point of modern philosophy. The method is indeed revolutionary, but the substance is in fact an attempt to shelter God, man, and his immortal soul from the new mechanism. Thanks to Descartes, those who embraced the Copernican revolution could remain good Christians, or claim as much. But in addressing the problem of his day, Descartes had created another. For if mind and body truly are incommensurate, how is it possible for them to interact? How might my mind move me to write these words without violating, or else submitting to, the laws of physics? Conversely, how might my eyes and ears relay sense experience to my mind? Descartes responded to this so-called mind-body problem in two ways. At times, he said, literally, ‘Only God knows.’ At other times, he suggested that mind and body interact at the pineal gland, on the grounds that this structure is mobile and central in the brain. But this only puts the problem at one remove, for the question then becomes, how is it possible for the mind to interact with the pineal gland?

      Although France’s most famous philosopher, Descartes spent the greater part of his adult life in the relative safety of the Dutch Republic. There, he met a servant called Helena who became the mother of his illegitimate daughter Francine (b. 1635), who he passed off as his niece. When Francine died, aged five, of scarlet fever, he called it the greatest sorrow of his life, even stating that it was not unmanly to cry. Later, a legend arose that he constructed an automaton in her likeness.

      Although remembered for his metaphysics, Descartes looked upon himself first and foremost as a scientist and physicist. In the preface to his Principles of Philosophy (1644), he compared philosophy to a tree, with metaphysics as its roots, physics as its trunk, and the other sciences as its branches—and it is, of course, the branches that bear the fruit. The ‘other sciences’ could be reduced to three principal ones, medicine, mechanics, and morals—which is why, in 1649, he published a book on the emotions, The Passions of the Soul. He sent a copy to his penfriend Queen Christina of Sweden, who was so impressed that she invited him to join her court. In October 1649, he left Holland for Sweden. But the northern winter did not agree with him, and the frenetic Christina insisted on taking her lessons at five in the morning. He did not live to see the spring.

      SPINOZA

      When Descartes died, Baruch Spinoza (also known, after his excommunication, as Benedict, or Benedictus, de Spinoza) was seventeen years old. Growing up in Amsterdam, he became familiar with the philosophy of Descartes— to the extent that, until 1660, he supported himself by giving private lessons in Cartesianism. In fact, he became, as far as method is concerned, more thoroughly Cartesian even than Descartes. His Principles of Cartesian Philosophy, published in 1663, is a reconstruction of Descartes’s Principles of Philosophy in the formal deductive format of Euclid’s geometry, complete with definitions, axioms, and theorems. It succeeded not only in recasting Descartes’s system, but also in clarifying, refining, and, finally, undermining it. Given its merits, Spinoza held on to the geometric method for his magnum opus, the Ethics [Ethica, ordine geometrico demonstrata], published posthumously in 1677. Its geometric method provided Spinozism with added curiosity and credibility, and, to an extent, still does.

      Although, owing to their difference in age, the two men never crossed paths, Descartes, as I have shown, was no stranger to Spinoza. Neither was Leibniz, whom Spinoza met in the flesh. In the months preceding Spinoza’s death in 1677, the thirty-year-old Leibniz travelled to The Hague and spent several days in conversation with him—in arguably the greatest meeting of minds since Plato and Aristotle.

      Like Descartes, Spinoza enjoyed relative freedom in what has retrospectively been called the Dutch Republic (formally, the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands; informally, the United Provinces), then in its golden age and the most liberal, and richest, place in Europe. In the preface to his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (TTP, 1670), Spinoza eulogises his country and its constitution:

      
        
        Now since we have the rare good fortune to live in a commonwealth where freedom of judgement is fully granted to the individual citizen and he may worship God as he pleases, and where nothing is esteemed dearer and more precious than freedom, I am undertaking no ungrateful or unprofitable task in demonstrating that not only can this freedom be granted without endangering piety and the peace of the commonwealth, but also the peace of the commonwealth and piety depend on this freedom.

      

      

      In the TTP, Spinoza critically analyses the Bible and argues for the establishment of a secular state founded on toleration. His purpose in critiquing the Bible is to undermine the repressive theological and political order of the era. ‘The purpose of the state’ he concludes, ‘is freedom’—a maxim far ahead of its time, and inscribed on the pedestal of his monument in Amsterdam.

      But for all its freedoms, life in Amsterdam had not been a bed of tulips. Spinoza’s paternal grandfather Isaac, a Portuguese Jew, had fled the Iberian Inquisition. In the early 1630s, his father Miguel and uncle Abraham moved the family business from Rotterdam to Amsterdam, where Baruch was born. Had the firm not been bankrupted, essentially, by the First Anglo-Dutch War, Spinoza might have continued as an importer of fruits, nuts, and wine. In April 1655, on the steps of a synagogue, a knife-wielding puritan attempted to assassinate Baruch, shouting, “Heretic!” Fortunately, the assassin succeeded only in slashing his cloak, which he kept as a memento of the dangers of fanaticism. A year later, on 27 July 1656, in his twenty-fourth year, his Jewish community expelled him for his freedom of mind. His excommunication order decried his ‘abominable heresies’ and ‘monstrous deeds’: ‘By the decree of the angels, and by the command of the holy men, we excommunicate, expel, curse and damn Baruch de Espinoza…’

      
        
        Cursed be he by day and cursed be he by night; cursed be he when he lies down, and cursed be he when he rises up; cursed be he when he goes out, and cursed be he when he comes in. The Lord will not spare him; the anger and wrath of the Lord will rage against this man, and bring upon him all the curses which are written in this book, and the Lord will blot out his name from under heaven, and the Lord will separate him to his injury from all the tribes of Israel with all the curses of the covenant, which are written in the Book of the Law.

      

      

      The sting, however, came in the tail, banning all members of his community, including close family, from engaging with him: ‘We order that no one should communicate with him orally or in writing, or show him any favour, or stay with him under the same roof, or within four ells [around four metres] of him, or read anything composed or written by him.’

      In a tradition going back to Socrates and Plato, he wrote (but did not publish) an ‘apology’, or defence. Although the work has been lost, he incorporated its contents into later works, especially the TTP—which a viral pamphlet described as, ‘forged in Hell by a renegade Jew and the Devil…’ Some time after his excommunication, he adopted the motto Caute [Take care] and had it engraved on his signet ring along with a thorny rose (‘Spinoza’ derives from the Latin spinosus, ‘thorny’).

      
        
          [image: Spinoza’s seal]
        

        Spinoza’s seal

      

      After his excommunication, Spinoza boarded in rented rooms in other people’s houses, in Amsterdam, in Rijnsburg near Leiden, in Voorburg, and finally in The Hague, where Leibniz came to exchange with him. In Rijnsburg, under the influence of Descartes, he wrote the unfinished Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, on knowledge and method and the purification (or ‘emendation’) of the intellect. This is the first sentence, which could have been written by Seneca or some other Stoic:

      
        
        After experience had taught me the hollowness and futility of everything that is ordinarily encountered in daily life, and I realised that all the things which were the source and object of my anxiety held nothing of good or evil in themselves save insofar as the mind was influenced by them, I resolved at length to enquire whether there existed a true good, one which was capable of communicating itself and could alone affect the mind to the exclusion of all else—whether, in fact, there was something whose discovery and acquisition would afford me a continuous and supreme joy to all eternity.

      

      

      For fear of compromising his freedom, Spinoza rejected a stipend from a patron and a professorship at Heidelberg, to eke out a living by grinding lenses—including for Christiaan Huygens, who, in 1667, wrote to his brother, ‘The [lenses] that the Jew of Voorburg has in his microscopes have an admirable polish.’ He should have taken the stipend: the inhalation of glass dust led to his death in 1677, at the age of 44, from silicosis.

      Spinoza’s Ethics, completed in 1675, consists of five parts. The first part, Concerning God, contains an ontological proof, founded on his necessary perfection, for the existence of God, not dissimilar to the one deployed by Descartes. Departing from Descartes, Spinoza argues that God is not beyond the world but at one with it. Propositions 14 and 15 state, ‘No substance apart from God can exist or be conceived,’ and, ‘Whatever exists, exists in God, and nothing can exist or be conceived without God.’ This lack of a distinction between the Creator and his creation is encapsulated in the slogan, Deus sive natura, ‘God, or nature.’ Many contemporaries understood Spinoza to be an atheist, although later Romantics interpreted him rather as a pantheist. The Romantic poet Novalis (1772-1801) famously referred to him as ein Gottbetrunkener Mensch, ‘a God-intoxicated man.’

      Whereas, starting from an ontological argument, Descartes had argued that at least one thing exists, and that that one thing would not deceive us, Spinoza had argued that at most one thing exists, and that that one thing is everything, including us. For Spinoza, you and I have no independent existence outside of God; we are not substances, but modes of God, who is the one and only substance. God has infinitely many attributes, but we can only know two of them, namely, thought and extension. Spinoza’s answer to the mind-body problem is thus to deny that there is a problem: thought and extension, that is, mind and body, are two ways of apprehending the same reality.

      Mind and body do not interact, or even correlate, but simply correspond, like the two sides of a same coin.

      God being eternally and necessarily as he is, things could not be otherwise. Everything follows from God’s essence and prior causes. This being so, nothing is intrinsically good or evil; ‘good’ and ‘evil’ are simply subjective judgements as to what may be helpful or harmful to our survival. Freedom, too, is a construct of the human mind. People think that they have free will because they cannot grasp the complex concatenation of infinite causes that determines their every thought and action. Freedom is not the ability to do otherwise, but the capacity to comprehend reality as if outside of time and subjectivity, sub specie aeternitatis, under the aspect of eternity, in the manner of a geometrical proof. Freedom, in other words, is knowledge, which leads to tranquillity and virtue, is blessedness, and can only be achieved in the secular state. There is no afterlife or personal immortality, because there is no person. But if we can bring ourself to see the world sub specie aeternitatis and share in the eternal mind of God, we achieve a kind of immortality.

      As I said, Spinoza has been read by some as an atheist and by others as a pantheist. I see in his Ethics many parallels with Stoicism, Paganism, and, above all, Hindu Vedanta. As per the Chandogya Upanishad, ‘When a man knows the best and the greatest, he becomes the best and the greatest.’ Both ancient and remarkably modern, Spinoza stood completely outside, or beyond, his time. While we may debate the nature of his God, we cannot doubt what he, or it, is not, namely, the God of the Bible—and wonder whether Spinoza’s metaphysics derives, in fact, from his politics. When asked whether he believed in God, Einstein replied, ‘I believe in Spinoza’s God who reveals himself in the orderly harmony of what exists, but not in a God who concerns himself with the fates and actions of human beings.’

      Whereas Descartes, with his vain attempts at resolving the mind-body problem, had struggled to salvage received religion from the trainwreck of the Scientific Revolution, Spinoza did his utmost to overturn it.

      The metaphysics of Leibniz, to whom we now turn, may be read as an attempt to solve the mind-body problem while preserving, rather than overturning, the status quo ante.
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        Electorate of Saxony (Sachsen) within the Holy Roman Empire, at the Peace of Westphalia (1648). Both Leibniz and Nietzsche were born in Saxony, Leibniz in Leipzig and Nietzsche some twenty miles out in Röcken bei Lützen. By the time Nietzsche was born, the area was part of Prussia. Credit: Astrokey44, CC BY-SA 3.0 (highlight box added).
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            LEIBNIZ

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nihil est in intellectu quod non fuerit in sensu… nisi ipse intellectus.

      

        

      
        There is nothing in the intellect that was not in the senses… except the intellect itself.
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            THE LAST UNIVERSAL GENIUS

          

        

      

    

    
      While the Dutch Republic had been prospering, the patchwork of Germanic states that made up the Holy Roman Empire had been devastating one another in the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648), which began as a conflict between Protestants and Catholics—and came to involve even Descartes, who, on 8 November 1620, served as an observer at the Battle of White Mountain, near Prague. Over those thirty years, owing to violence, famine, and pestilence, the population of the Germanic lands fell from 21 million to 13 million.

      When, after more than a generation, warring ceased with the Peace of Westphalia, Leibniz was two years old. Cities had to be repopulated, villages rebuilt, and fields replanted. Christianity, as well as coming under threat from the Copernican Revolution and broader Scientific Revolution, remained deeply divided, making the Peace precarious. Leibniz, as we shall see, would make it his life’s work to preserve the Peace by reconciling Roman Catholics, Lutherans, and Calvinists—to the extent that he sometimes adopted the pseudonym Guilielmus Pacidius [a double Latinisation of ‘Gottfried’, ‘God’s Peace’].

      Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz, all three, believed that the best chance of lasting peace lay in reason and skepticism, hence their focus on ‘thinking skills’. But whereas Descartes, Spinoza, and John Locke (who had lived in the Dutch Republic from 1683 to 1689, and read Spinoza) emphasised mutual toleration, Leibniz rather emphasised Christian reunification.

      Bertrand Russell (d. 1970), who wrote a study on him, hailed Leibniz as ‘one of the supreme intellects of all time’—while also dismissing his public philosophy as a ‘fairy tale’. Hailed as the ‘last universal genius’, Leibniz did not compartmentalise the sciences, which he deemed, quite rightly, to be continuous. Some of the concepts he prefigured or anticipated include the law of the conservation of energy, the theory of evolution, climate change, the unconscious, the binary number system, the modern computer, the theory of relativity, the welfare state, the European Union… Even Diderot (d. 1784), the chief editor of the Encyclopédie, was in awe: ‘When one… compares one’s own small talents with those of a Leibniz, one is tempted to throw away one’s books and go die peacefully in the depths of some dark corner.’

      Unlike, say, Spinoza, Leibniz did not write a magnum opus, making it harder to synthesise his thought. Instead, he left behind some 200,000 pages, mostly drafts, notes, and letters, written in Latin, French, and five other languages. This vast Nachlass, which remains in large part unpublished, is housed in the state library of Lower Saxony, which, since 2005, bears his name. Through the scribbles—or, at least, those that have been made public—his thoughts meander and evolve, he sometimes contradicts himself or says different things to different people, and, though he is a systematic philosopher, he is comfortable with loose ends, that is, with remaining undecided. Sometimes, he outright lies, especially to his employers, especially about his whereabouts.

      Leibniz is difficult for other reasons too. Unlike, say, Locke, who nowadays reads like common sense, Leibniz’s two most notable doctrines, the monads and the best of possible worlds, can seem, as Russell deemed, outlandish. Many people, myself included, who have heard of Leibniz first heard of him through Voltaire’s satirical Candide, in which he is caricatured as the deluded Dr Pangloss, ‘the greatest philosopher of the Holy Roman Empire’—a parody that took me thirty years to get past.

      Much of Leibniz’s philosophy is developed and expressed in dialogue with, or in response to, other scholars. For example, he composed the Monadology (1714) and connected Principles of Nature and of Grace after Prince Eugène of Savoie and Nicolas Remond asked him to clarify his metaphysics. He left behind around 15,000 letters, to some 1,300 recipients, making him a central figure in the metaphysical Republic of Letters. Out of precaution, he often resorts to pseudonyms, false addresses, encrypted words, inconspicuous seals, and postal detours. A letter to one recipient may enclose letters or billets [short letters or messages] to others. Sometimes, it is the enclosed letter to a person in hiding that motivated the missive. Like many courtiers or diplomats of his day, he is not averse to altering and backdating personal documents—a proclivity that Newton’s supporters seized upon during the calculus priority dispute.

      Letters could take a long time to arrive. A letter from Joachim Bouvet, a Jesuit priest, took almost a year and a half to make it from Beijing to Berlin. Leibniz corresponded with several missionaries in China, and in 1687 edited and published this commercium literarium as Novissima Sinica, or News from China, turning him into a de facto China expert. Special areas of interest included Confucianism, Chinese characters, and the closely guarded secret of silk production.

      In 1701, Bouvet sent him a diagram of hexagrams from the I-Ching. These hexagrams, composed of solid (yang) and broken (yin) lines, seemed to echo his own binary system of arithmetic. Unlike his contemporaries, who thought of binary as eccentric and impractical, he understood the metaphysical ramifications of demonstrating that any number, indeed, anything, could be formed from combinations of 1 and 0, Oneness and Void.
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        Figure 1. The diagram of I-Ching hexagrams sent by Bouvet.

      

      The Google Doodle for 1 July 2018 celebrated Leibniz’s 372nd birthday. His hand is shown on a quill, spelling out ‘Google’ in binary ASCII code. The text accompanying the Doodle states: ‘In 1673, [Leibniz] invented the first mechanical calculator, called the ‘Step Reckoner’, which could perform addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division [Pascal’s pascaline, invented in 1642, could only do addition and subtraction] … While [his] early calculator did not use the binary system, he invented that, too, in 1679. His concept of breaking information down to 0s and 1s, detailed in his 1703-published Explication de l’Arithmétique binaire [Explanation of Binary Arithmetic], is the basis of all computer programming.’

      In all his extant correspondence, there is not a single love letter, not even a petit billet-doux. In 1696, at the age of fifty, he proposed to an unknown woman, but got cold feet when she took too long to decide. Like Spinoza, he probably died a virgin.

      Of Leibniz’s two book-length treatises, only one, the Théodicée (1710), which contains his doctrine of the best of possible worlds, was published in his lifetime. Between 1695 and 1705, he wrote a lengthy commentary, the New Essays (New Essays on Human Understanding), on Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690). But when Locke died in 1704, he decided against publishing it. He dated his début as a philosopher to his short Discourse on Metaphysics, penned in 1686, which led to an extensive correspondence with the Cartesian and Descartes surrogate Antoine Arnauld. However, the full text, along with the associated correspondence, remained unpublished until the mid-nineteenth century. A decade later, in 1695, he published a two-part essay, New System (or, to give it its full and fashionably long title, New System of the Nature of Substances and their Communication, and of the Union which Exists between the Soul and the Body), in the French Journal des sçavans, in which he formally introduced the monads and pre-established harmony. The Monadologie, written in 1714 and published posthumously, consists of ninety aphorisms, while the associated Principles of Nature and Grace is, in the original French, a mere 900 words long. The Monadologie and Théodicée are by far his most famous works. Other than that, he published a hundred journal articles and numerous (often anonymous) pamphlets of propaganda to promote his chief employer, the House of Brunswick-Lüneburg.
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            THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

          

        

      

    

    
      Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was born on 1 July 1646 to Friedrich Leibniz, a professor of moral philosophy at Leipzig University, and his third wife, Catharina Schmuck, the daughter of a renowned Leipzig lawyer. Two years later, Catharina bore a daughter, Anna Catharina. From his father’s first marriage, Gottfried had two further siblings, Johann Friedrich and Anna Rosina.

      Friedrich Leibniz died in 1652, leaving the six-year-old Gottfried to inherit his home library. Poring over this treasure, the boy taught himself Latin and Greek. At age thirteen, for school, he composed, in a single morning, 300 hexameters of Latin verse.

      In a letter to Nicolas Remond penned towards the end of his life (1714), Leibniz recalled:

      
        
        I discovered Aristotle as a lad, and even the Scholastics did not repel me; even now I do not regret this. But then Plato too, and Plotinus, gave me some satisfaction, not to mention other ancient thinkers whom I consulted later. After finishing the trivial schools, I fell upon the moderns, and I recall walking in a grove outside Leipzig called the Rosental, at the age of fifteen, and deliberating whether to preserve [Aristotelian] substantial forms or not. Mechanism finally prevailed and led me to apply myself to mathematics… But when I looked for the ultimate reasons for mechanism, and even for the laws of motion, I was astonished to see that they could not be found in mathematics but that I should have to return to metaphysics.

      

      

      Leibniz, unlike Descartes or Spinoza, received a university education in philosophy, which
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        Metaphysical evil, which is the necessary imperfection or limitation in creation—since created things are not God, and if they could be perfect, would collapse back into God à la Spinoza.
      

      	
        Natural evil, which is pain and suffering, and a consequence of metaphysical evil.
      

      	
        Moral evil, which arises from the poorly exercised free will of rational minds, and leads to natural evil.
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