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EXTRACTS from LEIBNIZ-CLARKE CORRESPONDENCE

G. W. Leibniz (1646-1716); Samuel Clarke (1675-1729)

LEIBNIZ:
The great foundation of mathematics is the principle of contradiction, or identity, that is, that a proposition cannot

be true and false at the same time; and that therefore A is A, and cannot be not A. This single principle is sufficient to
demonstrate every part of arithmetic and geometry, that is, all mathematical principles. But in order to proceed from
mathematics to natural philosophy, another principle is requisite, as I have observed in my Theodicy: I mean, the
principle of a sufficient reason, viz. that nothing happens without a reason why it should be so, rather than otherwise.
And therefore Archimedes being to proceed from mathematics to natural philosophy, in his book De Aequilibrio, was
obliged to make use of a particular case of the great principle of a sufficient reason. He takes it for granted, that if
there be a balance, in which everything is alike on both sides, and if equal weighted are hung on the two ends of that
balance, the whole will be at rest. It is because no reason can be given, why one side should weigh down, rather than
the other. Now, by that single principle, viz. that there ought to be a sufficient reason why things should be so, and
not otherwise, one may demonstrate the being of God, and all the other parts of metaphysics or natural theology;
and even, in some measure, those principles of natural philosophy, that are independent upon mathematics: I mean,
the dynamical principles, or the principles of force. (Leibniz’s 2nd paper)

CLARKE:
It is very true, that nothing is, without a sufficient reason why it is, and why it is thus rather than otherwise.

And therefore, where there is no cause, there can be no effect. But this sufficient reason is oft-times no other, than
the mere will of God. For instance: why this particular system of matter, should be created in one particular place,
and that in another particular place; when, (all place being absolutely indifferent to all matter,) it would have been
exactly the same thing vice versa, supposing the two systems (or the particles) of matter to be alike; there can be no
other reason, but the mere will of God. Which if it could in no case act without a predetermining cause, any more
than a balance can move without a preponderating weight; this would tend to take away all power of choosing, and
to introduce fatality. (Clarke’s 2nd Reply)

LEIBNIZ:
5. ... I say then, that if space was an absolute being, there would something happen for which it would be impossible

there should be a sufficient reason. Which is against my axiom. And I prove it thus. Space is something absolutely
uniform; and, without the things placed in it, one point of space does not absolutely differ in any respect whatsoever
from another point of space. Now from hence it follows, (supposing space to be something in itself, besides the order
of bodies among themselves,) that it is impossible there should be a reason, why God, preserving the same situations
of bodies among themselves, should have placed them in space after one certain particular manner, and not otherwise;
why every thing was not placed the quite contrary way, for instance, by changing East into West. But if space is
nothing else, but that order or relation; and is nothing at all without bodies, but the possibility of placing them; then
those two states, the one such as it now is, the other supposed to be the quite contrary way, would not at all differ
from one another. Their difference therefore is only to be found in our chimerical supposition of the reality of space
in itself. But in truth the one would exactly be the same thing as the other, they being absolutely indiscernible; and
consequently there is no room to enquire after a reason of the preference of the one to the other.

6. The case is the same with respect to time. Supposing any one should ask, why God did not create every thing
a year sooner; and the same person should infer from thence, that God has done something, concerning which it is
not possible there should be a reason, why he did it so, and not otherwise: the answer is, that his inference would
be right, if time was any thing distinct from things existing in time. For it would be impossible there should be any
reason, why things should be applied to such particular instants, rather than to others, their succession continuing
the same. But then the same argument proves, that instants, consider’d without the things, are nothing at all; and
that they consist only in the successive order of things; which order remaining the same, one of the two states, viz.
that of a supposed anticipation would not at all differ, nor could be discerned from, the other which now is. (Leibniz’s
3rd Paper)

7. It appears from what I have said, that my axiom has not been well understood; and that the author denies it,
tho’ he seems to grant it. It is true, says he, that there is nothing without a sufficient reason why it is, and why
it is thus, rather than otherwise: but he adds, that this sufficient reason, is often the simple or mere will of God:
as, when it is asked why matter was not placed elsewhere in space; the same situations of bodies among themselves
being preserved. But this is plainly maintaining, that God wills something, without any sufficient reason for his will:
against the axiom, or the general rule of whatever happens. This is falling back into the loose indifference, which I
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have confuted at large, and showed to be absolutely chimerical even in creatures, and contrary to the wisdom of God,
as if he could operate without acting by reason. As for my own opinion, I have said more than once, that I hold
space to be something merely relative, as time is; that I hold it to be an order of coexistences, as time is an order of
successions. For space denotes, in terms of possibility, an order of things which exist at the same time, considered
as existing together; without enquiring into their manner of existing. And when many things are seen together, one
perceives that order of things among themselves (Leibniz’s 3rd Paper).

CLARKE:
2. Undoubtedly nothing is, without a sufficient reason why it is, rather than not; and why it is thus, rather than

otherwise. But in things in their own nature indifferent; mere will, without any thing external to influence it, is alone
that sufficient reason. As in the instance of God’s creating or placing any particle of matter in one place rather than
in another, when all places are originally alike. And the case is the same, even though space were nothing real, but
only the mere order of bodies: for still it would be absolutely indifferent, and there could be no other reason but mere
will, why three equal particles should be placed or ranged in the order a, b, c, rather than in the contrary order. And
therefore no argument can be drawn from this indifference of all places, to prove that no space is real. For different
spaces are really different or distinct one from another, though they be perfectly alike. And there is this evident
absurdity in supposing space not to be real, but to be merely the order of bodies; that, according to that notion, if
the earth and sun and moon had been placed where the remotest fixed stars now are, (provided they were placed in
the same order and distance they now are with regard one to another,) it would not only have been, (as this learned
author rightly says,) la meme chose, the same thing in effect; which is very true: but it would also follow, that they
would then have been in the same place too, as they are now: which is an express contradiction.

4. If space was nothing but the order of things coexisting; it would follow, that if God should remove in a straight
line the whole material world entire, with any swiftness whatsoever; yet it would still always continue in the same
place: and that nothing would receive any shock upon the most sudden stopping of that motion. And if time was
nothing but the order of succession of created things; it would follow, that if God had created the world millions of
ages sooner than he did, yet it would not have been created at all the sooner. Further: space and time are quantities;
which situation and order are not.

5. The argument in this paragraph, is; that because space is uniform or alike, and one part does not differ from
another; therefore the bodies created in one place, if they had been created in another place, (supposing them to keep
the same situation with regard to each other,) would still have been created in the same place as before: which is
a manifest contradiction. The uniformity of space, does indeed prove, that there could be no (external) reason why
God should create things in one place rather than in another: but does that hinder his own will, from being to itself
a sufficient reason of acting in any place, when all places are indifferent or alike, and there be good reason to act in
some place? (Clarke’s 3rd Reply)

LEIBNIZ:
5. Those great principles of a sufficient reason, and of the identity of indiscernibles, change the state of metaphysics.

That science becomes real and demonstrative by means of these principles; whereas before, it did generally consist in
empty words.

6. To suppose two things indiscernible, is to suppose the same thing under two names. And therefore to suppose
that the universe could have had at first another position of time and place, than that which it actually had; and yet
that all the parts of the universe should have had the same situation among themselves, as that which they actually
had; such a supposition, I say, is an impossible fiction.

15. It is a like fiction, (that is) an impossible one, to suppose that God might have created the world some millions
of years sooner. They who run into such kind of fictions, can give no answer to one that should argue for the eternity
of the world. For since God does nothing without reason, and no reason can be given why he did not create the world
sooner; it will follow, either that he has created nothing at all, or that he created the world before any assignable
time, that is, that the world is eternal. But when once it has been shown, that the beginning, whenever it was, is
always the same thing; the question, why it was not otherwise ordered, becomes needless and insignificant.

16. If space and time were any thing absolute, that is, if they were any thing else, besides certain orders of things;
then indeed my assertion would be a contradiction. But since it is not so, the hypothesis [that space and time are
any thing absolute] is contradictory, that is, it is an impossible fiction.

17. And the case is the same as in geometry; where by the very supposition that a figure is greater than it really is,
we sometimes prove that it is not greater. This indeed is a contradiction; but it lies in the hypothesis, which appears
to be false for that very reason. (Leibniz’s 4th Paper)

CLARKE:
5 and 6. Two things, by being exactly alike, do not cease to be two. The parts of time, are as exactly like to each
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other, as those of space: yet two points of time, are not the same point of time, nor are they two names of only the
same point of time. Had God created the world but this moment, it would not have been created at the time it was
created. And if God has made (or can make) matter finite in dimensions, the material universe must consequently
be in its nature moveable; for nothing that is finite, is immoveable. To say therefore that God could not have altered
the time or place of the existence of matter, is making matter to be necessarily infinite and eternal, and reducing all
things to necessity and fate.

13. If the world be finite in dimensions, it is moveable by the power of God and therefore my argument drawn from
that mobility is conclusive. Two places, though exactly alike, are not the same place. Nor is the motion or rest of
the universe, the same state; any more than the motion or rest of a ship, is the same state, because a man shut up
in the cabin cannot perceive whether the ship sails or not, so long as it moves uniformly. The motion of the ship,
though the man perceives it not, is a real different state, and has real different effects; and, upon a sudden stop, it
would have other real effects; and so likewise would an indiscernible motion of the universe. To this argument, no
answer has ever been given. It is largely insisted on by Sir Isaac Newton in his Mathematical Principles, (Definition
8.) where, from the consideration of the properties, causes, and effects of motion he shows the difference between real
motion, or a body’s being carried from one part of space to another; and relative motion, which is merely a change
of the order or situation of bodies with respect to each other. This argument is a mathematical one; showing, from
real effects, that there may be real motion where there is none relative; and relative motion, where there is none real:
and is not to be answered, by barely asserting the contrary.

14. The reality of space is not a supposition, but is proved by the foregoing arguments, to which no answer has
been given. Nor is any answer given to that other argument, that space and time are quantities, which situation and
order are not.

15. It was no impossibility for God to make the world sooner or later than he did: nor is it at all impossible for
him to destroy it sooner or later than it shall actually be destroyed. As to the notion of the world’s eternity; they
who suppose matter and space to be the same, must indeed suppose the world to be not only infinite and eternal, but
necessarily so: even as necessarily as space and duration, which depend not on the will, but on the existence of God.
But they who believe that God created matter in what quantity, and at what particular time, and in what particular
spaces he pleased, are here under no difficulty. For the wisdom of God may have very good reasons for creating this
world, at that particular time he did; and may have made other kinds of things before this material world began, and
may make other kinds of things after this world is destroyed.

16 and 17. That space and time are not the mere order of things, but real quantities (which order and situation are
not;) has been proved above (See Third Reply, No. 4) and no answer yet given to those proofs. And till an answer be
given to those proofs, this learned author’s assertion is (by his own confession in this place) a contradiction. (Clarke’s
4th Reply)

EXTACTS from LEIBNIZ’s 5th PAPER:
27. The parts of time or place, considered in themselves, are ideal things: and therefore they perfectly resemble

one another like two abstract units. But it is not so with two concrete ones, or with two real times, or two spaces
filled up, that is, truly actual.

28. I don’t say that two points of space are one and the same point, nor that two instants of time are one and
the same instant, as the author seems to charge me with saying. But a man may fancy, for want of knowledge, that
there are two different instants, where there is but one: in like manner as I observed in the 17th paragraph of the
foregoing answer, that frequently in geometry we suppose two, in order to represent the error of a gainsayer, when
there is really but one. If any man should suppose that a right line cuts another in two points; it will be found after
all, that those two pretended points must coincide, and make but one point.

29. I have demonstrated, that space is nothing else but an order of the existence of things, observed as existing
together; and therefore the fiction of a material finite universe, moving forward in an infinite empty space, cannot be
admitted. It is altogether unreasonable and impracticable. For, besides that there is no real space out of the material
universe; such an action would be without any design in it: it would be working without doing any thing, agendo nihil
agere. There would happen no change, which could be observed by any person whatsoever. These are imaginations of
philosophers who have incomplete notions, who make space an absolute reality. Mere mathematicians, who are only
taken up with the conceits of imagination, are apt to forge such notions; but they are destroyed by superior reasons.

31. I don’t grant, that every finite is moveable. According to the hypothesis of my adversaries themselves, a part
of space, though finite, is not moveable. What is moveable, must be capable of changing its situation with respect to
something else, and to be in a new state discernible from the first: otherwise the change is but a fiction. A moveable
finite, must therefore make part of another finite, that any change may happen which can be observed.
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33. Since space in itself is an ideal thing, like time; space out of the world must needs be imaginary, as the schoolmen
themselves have acknowledged. The case is the same with empty space within the world; which I take also to be
imaginary, for the reason before alleged.

34. The author objects against me the vacuum discovered by Nr. Guerike of Madenburg, which is made by pumping
the air out of a receiver; and he pretends that there is truly a perfect vacuum, or a space without matter, (at least in
part,) in that receiver. The Aristotelians and Cartesians, who do not admit a true vacuum, have said in answer to
that experiment of Mr. Guerike, as well as to that of Torricelli of Florence, (who emptied the air out of a glass-tube
by the help of quicksilver,) that there is no vacuum at all in the tube or in the receiver; since glass has small pores,
which the beams of light, the effluvia of the load-stone, and other very thin fluids may go through. I am of their
opinion.

47. I will here show, how men come to form to themselves the notion of space. They consider that many things
exist at once and they observe in them a certain order of co-existence, according to which the relation of one thing
to another is more or less simple. This order, is their situation or distance. When it happens that one of those
co-existent things changes its relation to a multitude of others, which do not change their relation among themselves;
and that another thing, newly come, acquires the same relation to the others, as the former had; we then say, it is
come into the place of the former; and this change, we call a motion in that body, where in is the immediate cause of
the change. And though many, or even all the co-existent things, should change according to certain known rules of
direction and swiftness; yet one may always determine the relation of situation, which every co-existent acquires with
respect every other co-existent; and even that relation which any other co-existent would have to this, or which this
would have to any other, if it had not changed, or if it had changed any otherwise. And supposing or feigning, that
among those coexistents, there is a sufficient number of them, which have undergone no change; then we may say,
that those which have such a relation to those fixed existents, as others had to them before, have now the same place
which those others had. And that which comprehends all those places, is called space. Which shows, that in order
to have an idea of place, and consequently of space, it is sufficient to consider these relations, and the rules of their
changes, without needing to fancy any absolute reality out of the things whose situation we consider. And, to give a
kind of a definition: place is that, which we say is the same to A and, to B, when the relation of the co-existence of
B, with C, E, F, G etc. agrees perfectly with the relation of the co-existence, which A had with the same C, E, F,
G, etc. It may be said also, without entering into any further particularity, that place is that, which is the same in
different moments to different existent things, when their relations of co-existence with certain other existents, which
are supposed to continue fixed from one of those moments to the other, agree entirely together. And fixed existents
are those, in which there has been no cause of any change of the order of their co-existence with others; or (which is
the same thing,) in which there has been no motion. Lastly, space is that, which results from places taken together.

And here it may not be amiss to consider the difference between place, and the relation of situation, which is in
the body that fills up the place. For, the place of A and B, is the same; whereas the relation of A to fixed bodies,
is not precisely and individually the same, as the relation which B (that comes into its place) will have to the same
fixed bodies; but these relations agree only. For, two different subjects, as A and B, cannot have precisely the same
individual affection; it being impossible, that the same individual accident should be in two subjects, or pass from one
subject to another. But the mind not contented with an agreement, looks for an identity, for something that should
be truly the same and conceives it as being extrinsic to the subjects: and this is what we call place and space. But
this can only be an ideal thing; containing a certain order, wherein the mind conceives the application of relations.

In like manner, as the mind can fancy to itself an order made up of genealogical lines, whose bigness would consist
only in the number of generations, wherein every person would have his place: and if to this one should add the fiction
of a metempsychosis, and being in the same human souls again; the persons in those lines might change place; he who
was a father, or a grandfather, might become a son, or a grandson, etc. And yet those genealogical places, lines, and
spaces, though they should express real truth, would only be ideal things.

I shall allege another example, to show how the mind uses, upon occasion of accidents which are in subjects, to
fancy to itself something answerable to those accidents, out of the subjects. The ratio or proportion between two lines
L and M, may be conceived three several ways; as a ratio of the greater L, to the lesser M; as a ratio of the lesser
M, to the greater L; and lastly, as something abstracted from both, that is, as the ratio between L and M, without
considering which is the antecedent, or which the consequent; which the subject, and which the object. And thus it
is, that proportions are considered in music. In the first way of considering them, L the greater; in the second, M
the lesser, is the subject of that accident, which philosophers call relation. But, which of them will be the subject, in
the third way of considering them? It cannot be said that both of them, L and M together, are the subject of such
an accident; for if so, we should have an accident in two subjects, with one leg in one, and the other in the other;
which is contrary to the notion of accidents. Therefore we must say, that this relation, in this third way of considering
it, is indeed out of the subjects; but being neither a substance, nor an accident, it must be a mere ideal thing, the
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consideration of which is nevertheless useful.
To conclude: I have here done much like Euclid, who not being able to make his readers well understand what ratio

is absolutely in the sense of geometricians; defines what are the same ratios. Thus, in like manner, in order to explain
what place is, I have been content to define what is the same place. Lastly; I observe, that the traces of moveable
bodies, which they leave sometimes upon the immoveable ones on which they are moved; have given men occasion to
form in their imagination such an idea, as if some trace did still remain, even when there is nothing unmoved. But
this is a mere ideal thing, and imports only, that if there was any unmoved thing there, the trace might be marked
out upon it. And it is this analogy, which makes men fancy places, traces and spaces; though those things consist
only in the truth of relations, and not at all in any absolute reality.

52. In order to prove that space, without bodies, is an absolute reality; the author objected, that a finite material
universe might move forward in space. I answered, it does not appear reasonable that the material universe should be
finite; and, though we should suppose it to be finite; yet it is unreasonable it should have motion any otherwise, than
as its parts change their situation among themselves; because such a motion would produce no change that could be
observed, and would be without design. It is another thing, when its parts change their situation among themselves;
for then there is a motion in space; but it consists in the order of relations which are changed. The author replies
now, that the reality of motion does not depend upon being observed; and that a ship may go forward, and yet a man,
who is in the ship may not perceive it. I answer, motion does not indeed depend upon being observed; but it does
depend upon being possible to be observed. There is no motion, when there is no change that can be observed. And
when there is no change that can be observed, there is no change at all. The contrary opinion is grounded upon the
supposition of a real absolute space, which I have demonstratively confuted by the principle of the want of a sufficient
reason of things.

53. I find nothing in the Eighth Definition of the Mathematical Principles of Nature, nor in the Scholium belonging
to it, that proved, or can prove, the reality of space in itself. However, I grant there is a difference between an
absolute true motion of a body, and a mere relative change of its situation with respect to another body. For when
the immediate cause of the change is in the body, that body is truly in motion; and then the situation of other bodies,
with respect to it, will be changed consequently, though the cause of the change be not in them. It is true that,
exactly speaking, there is not any one body, that is perfectly and entirely at rest; but we frame an abstract notion
of rest, by considering the thing mathematically. Thus have I left nothing unanswered, of what has been alleged for
the absolute reality of space. And I have demonstrated the falsehood of that reality, by a fundamental principle, one
of the most certain both in reason and experience; against which, no exception or instance can be alleged. Upon the
whole, one may judge from what has been said that I ought not to admit a moveable universe; nor any place out of
the material universe.

54. I am not sensible of any objection, but what I think I have sufficiently answered. As for the objection that
space and time are quantities, or rather things endowed with quantity; and that situation and order are not so: I
answer, that order also has its quantity; there is in it, that which goes before, and that which follows; there is distance
or interval. Relative things have their quantity, as well as absolute ones. For instance, ratios or proportions in
mathematics, have their quantity, and are measured by logarithms; and yet they are relations. And therefore though
time and space consist in relations, yet they have their quantity.

55. As to the question, whether God could have created the world sooner; it is necessary here to understand each
other rightly. Since I have demonstrated, that time, without things, is nothing else but a mere ideal possibility; it is
manifest, if any one should say that this same world, which has been actually created, might have been created sooner,
without any other change; he would say nothing that is intelligible. For there is no mark or difference, whereby it
would be possible to know, that this world was created sooner. And therefore, (as I have already said,) to suppose that
God created the same world sooner, is supposing a chimerical thing. It is making time a thing absolute, independent
upon God; whereas time does only co-exist with creatures, and is only conceived by the order and quantity of their
changes.

56. But yet, absolutely speaking, one may conceive that an universe began sooner, than it actually did. Let us
suppose our universe, or any other, to be represented by the Figure AF; and that the ordinate AB represents its first
state; and the ordinates CD, EF, its following states: I say, one may conceive that such a world began sooner, by
conceiving the figure prolonged backwards, and by adding to it SRABS. For thus, things being increased, time will be
also increased. But whether such an augmentation be reasonable and agreeable to God’s wisdom, is another question,
to which we answer in the negative; otherwise God would have made such an augmentation. ... The case is the same
with respect to the destruction of the universe. As one might conceive something added to the beginning, so one
might also conceive something taken off towards the end. But such a retrenching from it, would be also unreasonable.

57. Thus it appears how we are to understand, that God created things at what time he pleased; for this depends
upon the things which he resolved to create. But things being once resolved upon, together with their relations; there
remains no longer any choice about the time and the place, which of themselves have nothing in them real, nothing
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that can distinguish them, nothing that is at all discernible.
58. One cannot therefore say, as the author does here, that the wisdom of God may have good reasons to create

this world at such or such a particular time: that particular time, considered without the things, being an impossible
fiction; and good reasons for a choice, being not to be found, where everything is indiscernible.

62. I don’t say that matter and space are the same thing. I only say, there is no space, where there is no matter;
and that space in itself is not an absolute reality. Space and matter differ, as time and motion. However, these things,
though different, are inseparable.

67. The parts of space are not determined and distinguished, but by the things which are in it: and the diversity
of things in space, determines God to act differently upon different parts of space. But space without things, has
nothing whereby it may be distinguished; and indeed not any thing actual.

68. If God is resolved to place a certain cube of matter at all, he is also resolved in what particular place to put it.
But it is with respect to other parts of matter; and not with respect to bare space itself, in which there is nothing to
distinguish it.

104. I don’t say, that space is an order or situation, which makes things capable of being situated: this would be
nonsense. Any one needs only consider my own words, and add them to what I said above, (Numb. 47) in order to
show how the mind comes to form to itself an idea of space, and yet that there need not be any real and absolute
being answering to that idea, distinct from the mind, and from all relations. I don’t say therefore, that space is an
order or situation, but an order of situations; or (an order) according to which, situations are disposed; and that
abstract space is that order of situations, when they are conceived as being possible. Space is therefore something
[merely] ideal. But, it seems, the author will not understand me. I have already, in this paper, (Numb. 54,) answered
the objection, that order is not capable of quantity.

105. The author objects here, that time cannot be an order of successive things, because the quantity of time may
become greater or less, and yet the order of successions continue the same. I answer; this is not so. For if the time is
greater, there will be more successive and like states interposed; and if it be less, there will be fewer; seeing there is
no vacuum, nor condensation, or penetration, (if I may so speak), in times, any more than in places.


