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Dissertation Summary: 
 

Leibniz analyzes contingency in terms of a range of different notions: hypothetical 
necessity, per se contingency, infinite analysis, possible free decrees of God, and moral 
necessity.  These have been interpreted as attempts to retreat from the neccesitarian 
view he adopts in his early work (e.g., Adams 1994, Sleigh 2005).1 In my dissertation I 
defend the view that Leibniz’s commitment to necessitarianism—the claim that all truths 
are metaphysically necessarily—is an important and unwavering feature of his system. 
 
The core of Leibniz’s modal theory is the thesis that the denial of a necessary truth is 
contradictory. Since Leibniz endorses the ontological argument for God’s existence, he 
holds that God’s non-existence is impossible because the non-existence of God 
contradicts God’s nature. Leibniz thinks that if we take all necessary truths into account, 
including the nature of God, God’s understanding of essences, and his will to do what is 
best, then all things considered all truths are necessarily true.  All truths are necessarily true 
because the denial of any truth contradicts some necessary feature of God. 
 
Instead of understanding Leibniz’s subsequent theories of contingency as abandoning 
necessitarianism, I treat them as attempts to account for distinctions his interlocutors 
draw regarding necessity and contingency. In effect Leibniz is offering proxy notions, 
since, although Leibniz is a necessitarian, he does not eschew all talk of contingency.  His 
treatment of contingency offers some guidelines regarding what counts as a viable 
surrogate or proxy account of contingency. First, these accounts must divide propositions 
into necessary and contingent truths in a way that is acceptable for theological and 
philosophical purposes. For example, it is particularly important that this distinction 
allows for both human and divine freedom. Second, accounts of “contingency” should 
not only be extensionally adequate, but should also capture the intuitive meaning of the 
term. Third, an account must cohere with Leibniz’s own system. In this way, he is trying 
to win over his opponents by showing that his own system has the resources to make the 
distinctions they aim to draw and that this can be done without Leibniz presenting the 
more controversial features of the system. 
 
I trace the development of Leibniz’s various accounts of contingency from his early to 
mature work in order to illustrate that they are best understood in a necessitarian 
framework.  I apply the above criteria to develop versions of his various accounts of 
contingency including per se contingency and hypothetical necessity (Chapter 1), infinite 
analysis and possible free decrees of God (Chapter 2), and moral necessity (Chapter 3).  
His most successful analysis of contingency, moral necessity based upon the possible free 
decrees of God, identifies dependence on God’s goodness as the distinguishing feature of 
contingent truths.   The outcome of my project is a systematic treatment of Leibniz’s 
surrogate or proxy theories of contingency within a necessitarian framework. It also 
establishes the character of Leibnizian possible worlds, which are key for the grounding 
of contingent truths in the goodness of God’s will.  Instead of possible worlds 
representing all of logical space, they represent alternative plans for God’s world creation, 
and are thus constrained by metaphysical principles informed by God’s nature.     

                                                
1 Adams, R. Merrihew. (1994). Leibniz: determinist, theist, idealist. New York: Oxford University Press. Sleigh, 
R. C.. (2005). Confessio philosophi: papers concerning the problem of evil, 1671-1678. New Haven: Yale University 
Press. 


