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ABSTRACT: 

Moral rationalists and sentimentalists traditionally disagree on at least two counts, namely 

regarding the source of moral knowledge or moral judgments and regarding the source of 

moral motivation.  I will argue that even though Leibniz’s moral epistemology is very much 

in line with that of mainstream moral rationalists, his account of moral motivation is better 

characterized as sentimentalist.  Just like Hume, Leibniz denies that there is a necessary 

connection between knowing that something is right and the motivation to act accordingly.  

Instead, he believes that certain affections are necessary for moral motivation.  On my 

interpretation, then, Leibniz is an externalist about judgments and motivation: he is 

committed to a gap between the judgment that something is morally right and the 

motivation to act accordingly.  As a matter of fact, I will argue that there are two gaps.  The 

first and less controversial one has to do with the fact that Leibniz reconciles his 

psychological egoism with ethical altruism through his account of love.  The second gap 

between moral judgments and motivation is a more fundamental one: Leibniz denies that 

there are any necessary connections between beliefs and motivation, or even more generally, 

between perceptions and appetitions. 

 
 

1 RATIONALISM AND SENTIMENTALISM 

Just as historians of philosophy employ the dichotomy between rationalism and 

empiricism to characterize central debates in early modern metaphysics and epistemology, 

many find the dichotomy between moral rationalism and sentimentalism useful for 

understanding the most important debates in early modern ethics.  Yet, while both of these 

																																																								
1 This is the penultimate draft of a paper published in the British Journal for the History of Philosophy 22.4 
(2014), 748–766. 
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dichotomies can be valuable for some purposes, they are of little use in other contexts.2  This 

is because, among other things, some philosophical positions prove difficult to categorize 

since they combine doctrines typically linked to one camp with doctrines typically linked to 

the other camp.  Leibniz’s ethical views are a case in point.  I will argue that even though 

Leibniz’s moral epistemology is very much in line with that of mainstream moral rationalists, 

his account of moral motivation is better characterized as sentimentalist.  This is 

controversial, but I provide both direct and indirect textual evidence for attributing this view 

to him.  If my reading is correct, Leibniz not only has the resources for an excellent response 

to critics of rationalist accounts of motivation, but also a solution to some other problems 

that plague rationalists, such as weakness of the will and the possibility of an evil will. 

In rough outline, moral rationalists and sentimentalists traditionally disagree on at least 

two counts, namely regarding the source of moral knowledge or moral judgments and 

regarding the source of moral motivation.  While rationalists hold that reason can supply us 

with both moral knowledge and motivation, sentimentalists deny that reason is capable of 

either.  Instead, sentimentalists insist that feelings, sentiments, or passions are critically 

important for judging something to be morally right or wrong, as well as for the motivation 

to act in accordance with such moral judgments.  David Hume is an excellent example: he 

contends that only sentiment, not reason, can distinguish between good and evil, and that 

only sentiments or passions, rather than reason on its own, can motivate us to act (e.g. 

Treatise 3.1.1.15; 3.1.2.1-4).3  Samuel Clarke, on the other hand, is a good example of a moral 

rationalist: he holds that our knowledge of morality is akin to our knowledge of mathematics 

and that moral truths are eternal as well as binding on all rational agents.  Every sufficiently 

																																																								
2 Of these two dichotomies, the one between moral rationalists and sentimentalists possesses the 
stronger justification because early modern philosophers such as Hume employ it themselves.  See 
e.g. Hume’s Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals 1.3-9, where he discusses this controversy. 
3 See Brown 1988 and Darwall 1995:289f., however, for helpful discussions of complications in 
Hume’s account of motivation.  Cf. Harrison 1976:5f. 
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intelligent being can discover these moral truths through reasoning and, unless it has been 

corrupted, every such being will moreover be “determined to act accordingly.”4  Leibniz, I 

will argue, agrees with Clarke regarding the foundations of moral knowledge but not 

regarding moral motivation.  In fact, I contend that Leibniz fully agrees with Hume that 

there is no necessary connection between knowing that something is right and the 

motivation to act accordingly.  As Hume memorably puts it, “’Tis one thing to know virtue, 

and another to conform the will to it.”5  Just like Hume, Leibniz believes that certain 

affections are necessary for moral motivation. 

On my interpretation, then, Leibniz is an externalist about judgments and motivation:6 he 

is committed to a gap between the judgment or knowledge that something is morally right 

and the motivation to act accordingly.7  As a matter of fact, I will argue that there are two 

gaps between knowledge and motivation for Leibniz.  The first and less controversial one 

has to do with the fact that Leibniz is a psychological egoist but an ethical altruist and 

reconciles these two doctrines through his account of sincere love.  As we will see, he holds 

that such love enables us not only to act as we should, but also to do so for the right reasons; 

it enables us to pursue the good of others for its own sake.  Hence, Leibniz agrees with 

																																																								
4 Clarke, Discourse Concerning … Natural Religion [1705], in Works, II. 612; cf. 608; 615.  
5 Treatise 3.1.1.22. 
6 In Darwall’s terminology, I take Leibniz’s view to be best described as a form of perceptual or 
epistemic externalism (see Darwall 1997:308). 
7 Not many interpreters explicitly discuss the relation between knowledge and motivation, but all 
those I was able to find understand Leibniz as an internalist.  See e.g. Johns, who recently argued that 
“Leibniz is a motivational internalist about moral judgments: when the agent correctly cognizes the 
meaning of a moral claim, she recognizes that claim as having a claim on her, and by that recognition 
is moved to act” (2013a:298 and 2013b:103; emphasis in original).  Johns thinks that moral 
knowledge has at least some motivating force, even though it might sometimes need 
supplementation by desires in order to overcome contrary inclinations (2013a:299 and 2013b:104). 
See also Vailati, who describes Leibniz’s view as “moderate internalism” (1990:221f.; cf. 1997:90; 97).  
Phemister appears to interpret Leibniz as a motivational internalist as well, even though she does not 
use that term: she says that according to Leibniz, “when we distinctly perceive the morally right 
course of action, we will move towards it,” and that the only way to act contrary to a perception of 
what is right is to render that perception confused and replace it with “distinct perceptions of other 
things” (2005:262; cf. 2006:205). 
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moral sentimentalists that reason is not sufficient for moral motivation because a certain 

affective state is necessary.  The second gap between moral knowledge and motivation is a 

more fundamental and more controversial one.  On my interpretation, Leibniz denies that 

there are any necessary connections between beliefs and motivation, or even more generally, 

between perceptions and appetitions.  As a result, Leibniz agrees even with Hume’s more 

general claim that knowledge or reasoning—moral or otherwise—does not by itself 

motivate. 

 

 

2 LEIBNIZ’S RATIONALISM ABOUT MORAL KNOWLEDGE 

Leibniz holds that every rational being can know what is virtuous or morally right: the 

maxims of justice are “engraved in the soul” and can be demonstrated through reason, at 

least on the assumption of the existence of God and the immortality of the soul (NE 89).  

Moral knowledge, he claims, is “innate in just the same way that arithmetic is” (NE 92).8  In 

fact, he contends that moral norms are eternal truths; just like the principles of mathematics, 

they are “founded in the immutable nature of things, and in the divine ideas” (“Opinion on 

the Principles of Pufendorf,” Dutens 4.3.280/Riley 71).  Moreover, these moral truths 

depend not on human nature in particular but “on the nature of the intelligent substance 

generally” (letter to Burnett, May 26, 1706, G 3:307) and therefore apply to all rational 

beings. 9   Hence, Leibniz’s moral epistemology is perfectly in line with that of moral 

rationalists like Clarke: in order make moral judgments or acquire moral knowledge, we need 

																																																								
8 Moral rationalists are in fact fond of comparing moral knowledge to mathematical knowledge; see 
Gill 2007. 
9 Cf. “Reflections on Hobbes” §12, G 6:399/Huggard 403. 
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neither experience nor sentiments.  Instead, mere rational reflection can give us access to 

moral truths. 

	

	

3 LEIBNIZ’S SENTIMENTALISM ABOUT MOTIVATION 

3.1 The first gap  

In order to show that Leibniz is not a rationalist regarding motivation, I will argue that he 

acknowledges two gaps between moral knowledge and the motivation to act morally.  As 

already mentioned, the first of these two gaps is created by Leibniz’s reconciliation of 

psychological egoism with ethical altruism, the second by his fundamental metaphysical 

views about perceptions and appetitions.  I now turn to the first of these two gaps.  That 

Leibniz is indeed committed to psychological egoism becomes evident in several passages.  

In a letter to Nicaise from 1697, for instance, Leibniz asserts that “we do all for our own 

good, and it is impossible for us to have other feelings whatever we may say” (G 

2:577f./Wiener 565).  Similarly, in an early text called Elements of Natural Law, he contends 

that nobody “deliberately does anything except on account of his own good” (A 6.1.461/L 

134).10  Thus, it seems, the motivation for our deliberate actions is always our own good, 

which Leibniz identifies with pleasure or happiness. 

Yet, Leibniz is not an ethical egoist; in fact, he stresses repeatedly that we ought to seek 

the good of others, and not just for the sake of, or as a means to, our own good.11  While 

																																																								
10 Translation altered in accordance with Brown’s suggestion in his 2011 article.  See also “Preface to 
the Mantissa Codicis Iuris Gentium Diplomaticus” [1700]: “Nor can anyone renounce (except merely 
verbally) being impelled by his own good, without renouncing his own nature” (L 424). 
11 See A 6.1.463f./L 136: “There is in justice a certain respect for the good of others, and also for our 
own, but not in the sense that one is the end of the other. … [I] deny that we should seek the good 
of others for the sake of our own.”  Leibniz for instance acknowledges a moral obligation to help 
those in need (“Meditation on the Common Concept of Justice,” Riley 55/L 567). 
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there are some egoistic reasons for treating others justly—fear of punishment and the hope 

that others will reciprocate good deeds, for instance—true virtue requires another motive 

that is not “merely political” (Riley 57f./L 569.).  A truly virtuous person acts justly because 

she desires the good of others for its own sake.  But how is it possible for us to be virtuous, 

even in principle?  It may seem that while we can know what is morally right, we will always 

end up doing what we believe is best for us.  What seems best for us, in turn, will only 

sometimes coincide with what is morally right, and even when it does, it may seem that we 

would be doing the right thing for the wrong reason, that is, merely for the sake of our own 

good.  Moral knowledge, it may seem, cannot motivate us at all and hence virtue appears 

impossible.   

Leibniz is well aware that there is some tension between his psychological egoism and his 

ethical altruism.  In the Elements of Natural Law, he poses this problem himself: how is one 

supposed to reconcile the doctrine that “we do nothing deliberately except on account of 

our own good” with the doctrine that it is not sufficient for virtue to “seek the good of 

others for the sake of our own?” he asks (A 6.1.464/L 136; translation modified).  The 

solution Leibniz offers in the Elements and elsewhere is quite ingenious and has to do with 

his notion of sincere love.12  

For Leibniz, loving someone means finding pleasure in that person’s happiness.13  Loving 

one’s fellow human beings, as a result, enables us to pursue the good of others on account 

of the pleasure we derive from this.  Yet—and this is crucial—Leibniz thinks that in cases of 

pure or sincere love, we pursue the good of the beloved as an end, and not merely as a 

means to our own good.  After all, Leibniz seems to say, doing something on account of our 

own good does not mean that we are doing it for the sake of our own good; the immediate 

																																																								
12 Brown (2011) examines Leibniz’s solution at length and argues that the theory is coherent. 
13 E.g. NE 163. 
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object of our pleasure, rather than the pleasure itself, is the end of the action, even though 

our pleasure is a reason for performing the action.14  We can hence seek the good of others 

for its own sake, Leibniz thinks, even though we always do so on account of our own 

pleasure. 

Leibniz explains the solution I just sketched most fully in a supplement to a letter to 

Nicaise.  First, he explains the difference between pure or sincere love and what we might 

call self-interested love:15 

When one loves a person sincerely one does not seek one’s own advantage or a pleasure 

severed from that of the beloved person, but one seeks one’s pleasure in the contentment 

and in the felicity of this person.  And if this felicity did not please in itself, but merely 

because of an advantage resulting therefrom to us, this would no longer be pure and sincere 

love.  It must be then that pleasure is immediately found in this felicity … of the beloved 

person.  For whatever produces pleasure immediately through itself is also desired for itself, 

as constituting (at least in part) the end of our wishes.  (G 2:578/Wiener 564) 

Hence, Leibniz holds that when I sincerely love another person, her happiness immediately 

produces pleasure in me, which means that I desire her happiness for itself, not merely as a 

means to my own advantage.  He then goes on to argue that this type of love can reconcile 

psychological egoism with ethical altruism: 

This serves to reconcile two truths which appear incompatible; for we do all for our own 

good. …  Nevertheless we do not yet love altogether purely, when we seek the good of the 

beloved object not for itself and because it itself pleases us, but because of an advantage 

which we foresee from it.  But it is apparent from the notion of love which we have just 

given that we seek at the same time our good for ourselves and the good of the beloved 

object for it itself, when the good of this object is immediately, finally and through itself our 

end, our pleasure and our good; as happens in regard to all the things wished for because 

																																																								
14 I am here following Brown’s interpretation (Brown 2011).  For a slightly different interpretation, 
see Hostler 1975:47ff. and Johns 2013b:78ff. 
15  In the New Essays, Leibniz calls the latter type “concupiscence,” and the former “love of 
‘benevolence’” or “’disinterested’ or non-mercenary love” (NE 163). 



	 8	

they are pleasing in themselves, and are consequently good of themselves, even if one should 

have no regard to consequences; these are ends and not means. (G 2:578/Wiener 565)16 

Thus, when I act out of sincere love, I do act on account of my own good—that is, on 

account of the pleasure I find in the loved one’s happiness—but nevertheless for the sake of 

this other person’s happiness, rather than merely my own.17  Sometimes, Leibniz gives a 

similar account of moral motivation in terms of love of virtue: someone who truly loves 

virtue will find pleasure in acting virtuously and will do the right thing for its own sake, not 

merely as a means to her own happiness.18  Accordingly, true virtue consists in finding “the 

greatest pleasure in virtue and the greatest evil in vice” (“Meditation on the Common 

Concept of Justice,” Riley 58/L 569). 

Whether we find this solution plausible or not, it is clear that for Leibniz, intelligence or 

knowledge alone is insufficient for virtue.  If somebody does not find pleasure in the good 

of others or in the exercise of virtue, her moral knowledge will not be able to motivate her in 

the least.  She will never do anything except for the sake of, or as a means to, her own good.  

As Leibniz puts it, “there will be no more arguments which can dissuade [such a person] 

from committing great crimes, which can gain very great goods for [her] with impunity” 

																																																								
16 Another text in which Leibniz explains this solution with admirable clarity is “Preface of the Codex 
Juris Gentium Diplomaticus” [1693], where he notes, for instance, that “the happiness of those whose 
happiness pleases us is obviously built into our own, since things which please us are desired for their 
own sake” (G 3:387/L 421f.).  See also Remarks on King, §17, G 6:417/Huggard 422; “Opinion on 
the Principles of Pufendorf,” Dutens 4.3.280/Riley 72; Elements of Natural Law, A 6.1.464f./L 136f. 
17 In the New Essays, Leibniz describes sincere—or as he calls it there, disinterested—love as “the 
feeling we have for something by whose pleasure or happiness we are pleased or made happy” in 
such a way that our view is fixed “on the pleasure of others, but as something which produces or 
rather constitutes our own pleasure—for if it did not reflect back on us somehow we could not care 
about it, since it is impossible (whatever they say) to disengage from a concern for one’s own good” 
(NE 163).  As Brown points out, Leibniz’s distinction may not seem to make room for genuine 
altruism.  Yet, instead of arguing about the correct definition of ‘altruism,’ it may be more helpful to 
investigate whether Leibniz has made room for a morally relevant distinction between self-regarding 
and other-regarding desires (Brown 2011:283ff.).  I agree with Brown that Leibniz does in fact 
manage to draw such a morally relevant distinction (see Brown 2011:284). 
18 See e.g. “Portrait of the Prince” [1679]: “princes must love virtue for itself, and glory for virtue’s 
sake” (Riley 91) and “Memoir for Enlightened Persons of Good Intention” (mid 1690s), §14, where 
Leibniz describes the virtuous person as loving the good and hating the bad (A 4.4.615/Riley 106).  
Cf. CD §60; Remarks on King §17, G 6:417/Huggard 422. 
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(“Opinion on the Principles of Pufendorf,” Dutens 4.3.277/Riley 67).  Evil people, then, are 

not necessarily lacking knowledge about the good; rather, they may merely find pleasure in 

the wrong things.  In fact, Leibniz thinks that the vilest agents are those who enjoy making 

others suffer. As he says in his Remarks on King, “wickedness is all the greater when its 

practice becomes a pleasure, as when a highwayman, after having killed men because they 

resist, or because he fears their vengeance, finally grows cruel and takes pleasure in killing 

them, and even in making them suffer beforehand” (§17, G 6:417/Huggard 422).19  What is 

wrong with truly evil people, consequently, has to do with their affective rather than merely 

their cognitive states.20 

Where does the virtuous person’s love of virtue or of her fellow men come from?  If it 

necessarily accompanied a sufficiently high degree of moral knowledge, after all, there would 

still be a necessary connection between distinct knowledge of what is right and acting 

accordingly, and Leibniz would be closer to moral rationalism than to sentimentalism.  Yet, 

there is excellent evidence for interpreting Leibniz as denying that all intelligent beings—

even if they are very intelligent—possess sincere love for other rational agents or for virtue.  

In several passages, Leibniz claims that in creatures such love is the result of either an innate 

instinct or a habit:21 to refrain from committing a crime that promises great personal 

rewards, one must be either “born or educated to find an intense pleasure in virtue, and pain 

in vice (which is not true of everybody)” (“Opinion on the Principles of Pufendorf,” Dutens 

																																																								
19 See also the Theodicy: “an evil will is in its department what the evil principle of the Manichaeans 
would be in the universe; and reason … provides for evil souls great means of causing much evil. …  
An evil man takes pleasure in causing suffering and destruction” (T 26). 
20 This in turn makes room for a Leibnizian account of weakness of the will and of evil wills: people 
can do what they know to be wrong. 
21 In fact, as we will see in the next section, Leibniz claims that even the maxim that we should 
pursue pleasure and avoid sorrow is something we know instinctively rather than by reason (NE 89; 
NE 92).  Moreover, he defines benevolence as the “habit of loving” (letter to Nicaise, 1698, G 
2:581/Wiener 567). 
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4.3.277/Riley 67).22  All human beings, Leibniz holds, are born with some inclination for 

loving our fellow men; God has provided us with an “instinct which leads one human being 

to love another,” which Leibniz also refers to as the “instinct of humanity” (NE 89)23 or a 

“general social instinct” (NE 93).24 

Yet, this instinct is not strong enough to reliably outweigh our other motivations or 

inclinations.  We often possess other passions that stand in the way of loving others as we 

should, such as envy and hatred,25 or egoistic desires.  The instinct of humanity hence needs 

to be supplemented with good moral education, “which ought to consist in making virtue 

agreeable, and in making it a second nature” (“Memoir for Enlightened Persons of Good 

Intention” §14, A 4.4.615/Riley 106), that is, an education that instills virtuous habits and a 

strong love for the exercise of virtue.26  Without this sort of education in early life, Leibniz 

claims, it is extremely difficult to be virtuous, even though one can try to remedy this 

deficiency through “good company” and “frequent reflection” (ibid.).  In the end, he 

																																																								
22 Similarly, Leibniz says in “Meditations on the Common Concept of Justice” that a truly just agent 
“cannot have any other motive than of his inclination, acquired by birth or by exercise and regulated 
by reason, which makes him find so much pleasure in the exercise of justice and so much ugliness in 
unjust actions, that the other pleasures and displeasures are obligated to give way” (Riley 58/L 569).  
To say that this inclination is “acquired by birth or exercise” means, I take it, that it is either an 
instinct or a habit. 
23 In another text, Leibniz talks of a “sense of humanity” (sensus humanitatis) that motivates us to do 
what benefits others (A 6.4.2778f.; translation in Johns 2013b:76). 
24 In the same passage, Leibniz says that this “general social instinct … can be called ‘philanthropy’.”  
In addition to the instinct for loving others, God has also provided us with “instincts which lead, 
straight away and without reasoning, to part of what reason commands [regarding morality]” (NE 92) 
or “natural instincts for what is upright and good” (NE 94).  In another text, Leibniz says that nature 
has given us affections that lead us “to search not only our own good, but also to procure that of our 
relations and even of society” (“Remarks on Charakteristicks of Men,” G 3:428; my translation). 
25 See e.g. “Felicity,” Gr 582, where Leibniz says that hatred and envy can impede us from taking 
pleasure in the perfection of others, that is, from loving them; cf. “On Wisdom,” where Leibniz 
admits that the perfection of others can sometimes displease us, for instance when “the 
understanding or the courage of an enemy, the beauty of a rival, or the luster of another’s virtue … 
overshadows or shames us” (G 7:86/L 425). 
26 Note however that it matters for Leibniz how exactly the habit was acquired: in “Meditation on the 
Common Concept of Justice” he claims that when egoistic reasons lead people “to exercise 
themselves from childhood to practice the rules of justice, in order to acquire the habit of doing so, 
for fear of betraying themselves too easily, and of thereby harming themselves along with others,” 
their motivation will still be “merely political at bottom” (Riley 58/L 569). 
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acknowledges, the threat of punishment and the promise of reward are necessary to prevent 

people from committing crimes even though these remedies are “the least fit to bring about 

solid virtue” (ibid.). 

Even though both the instinct that enables us to act morally and moral knowledge are 

innate, they appear to be distinct; motivation is not internal to moral knowledge.  Moreover, 

like all instincts, the instinct of humanity appears to be contingent.  Even though Leibniz 

may hold that all actual human beings possess this instinct, God arguably could have created 

intelligent beings without it.  If God did not create such beings, it is merely because they do 

not fit into God’s providential plan.  As a result, it is not necessary that a being that 

understands virtue has even the smallest amount of motivation to act accordingly; without 

the requisite instinct or habit, moral knowledge would not have any motivational force 

whatsoever. 

This means that there is no necessary connection between moral knowledge and 

motivation for Leibniz: even though all intelligent beings know, or can know, what is 

morally right, this knowledge does not necessarily motivate them to do what is right.  After 

all, it is possible to be intelligent and to know virtue while lacking the instinct or habit of 

loving that Leibniz uses to bridge the gap between his psychological egoism and his ethical 

altruism.  Conversely, if an agent is motivated by her moral knowledge it is because in 

addition to possessing this knowledge she loves virtue or her fellow human beings, and this 

love is not a necessary consequence of her moral knowledge but rather a result of an instinct 

or habit.  This is the first gap between knowledge and motivation. 

Before turning to the second gap, I should quickly address a possible objection to my 

interpretation.  Some passages suggest that even though one can possess some moral 

knowledge without the motivation to act accordingly, perfectly distinct moral knowledge or 

true wisdom does necessarily result in moral motivation for Leibniz.  He says, for instance, 
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that one “cannot know God as one ought without loving him above all things, and one 

cannot love him thus without willing what he wills,” as well as that “the greatest happiness, 

which causes one to love [God], causes one to be happy and virtuous at the same time” 

(“Meditation on the Common Concept of Justice,” Riley 59/L 570).  The connection 

between knowing and loving God in fact follows rather straightforwardly from Leibniz’s 

definitions of pleasure and love: pleasure is “the feeling of rare perfection” and love means 

finding pleasure in the perfection of the loved one (letter to Nicaise, G 2:581/Wiener 566f.).  

Accordingly, since God’s perfections “are infinite and cannot end … the pleasure which 

consists in the feeling of his perfections is the greatest and most durable which can exist” 

(“Meditation on the Common Concept of Justice,” Riley 59/L 570).  Therefore, knowing 

God’s perfections results in finding pleasure in these perfections, which in turn just is love. 

Yet, there are several things to say in response to this objection.  First of all, knowing 

God is not strictly speaking a case of moral knowledge.  In order to be an internalist about 

moral knowledge and motivation, I take it, Leibniz would have to claim that it is impossible 

to know what the norms of justice require without being moved by this knowledge.27  

Knowledge of God seems to be an entirely different kind of knowledge, and Leibniz does 

hold that even atheists can know moral truths.28  Similarly, it is not clear that the motivation 

that, according to Leibniz, results from knowledge of God is strictly speaking an instance of 

moral rather than prudential motivation.  After all, in the same passage, Leibniz claims that 

people who do not love virtue properly might nevertheless do what is right even when there 

does not appear to be any compensation because “as soon as they consider that justice 

conforms to the will of a sage whose wisdom is infinite and whose power is proportioned to 

																																																								
27 This is how Darwall defines perceptual or epistemic internalism in 1997:308. 
28 These truths are, after all, eternal truths that are accessible to reason.  Even though Leibniz holds 
that in order to be perfectly moral, one needs to believe in divine providence and the immortality of 
the soul, he also thinks that there can be “a certain degree of moral goodness independently of God” 
(“Remarks on Charakteristicks of Men,” G 3:429). 
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it, they find that they would not be wise at all (that is, prudent) if they did not conform 

themselves to the will of such a sage” (“Meditation on the Common Concept of Justice,” 

Riley 59).  Finally, even the fact that our own pleasure motivates us is contingent for Leibniz, 

as I argue in the next section.  If that is so, the pleasure we derive from perceiving divine 

perfection will at most contingently motivate us to act morally. 

 

3.2 The second gap 

The second, more fundamental gap between knowledge and motivation in Leibniz’s 

moral philosophy is rooted in his metaphysics: all connections between knowledge and 

motivation, or even more generally, between perceptions and appetitions, are contingent for 

Leibniz, on my interpretation.29   Hence, even the connection between my belief that 

something is good for myself—or that an action will increase my pleasure—and the 

motivation to act accordingly is contingent, and so is, a fortiori, the connection between my 

belief that it would be virtuous to help a stranger and my motivation to do so.  This may 

sound implausible, and is indeed a controversial reading of Leibniz.  Yet, I think there is 

excellent evidence in support of this interpretation. 

While Leibniz appears to hold that all rational creatures in the actual world are such that 

they always seek their own happiness, and that all actual creatures capable of pleasure seek 

pleasure, this is not due to a necessary connection between perceived goodness and 

motivation, on my view.  Rather, it is due to something weaker than necessity: fitness.  God 

judged it fitting for rational creatures to act in ways that promote their own happiness and 

for this reason God selected from among all possible rational creatures only those that, like 

																																																								
29 I am not saying that it is a contingent matter that every perception motivates in some way or other.  
That may very well be the case.  What I am saying is that it is always contingent that a perception 
motivates in one particular way, rather than in some other way. 
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God himself, pursue their own happiness.  It is thus not a coincidence that all actual rational 

creatures pursue their own good.  Yet, it is not because of a necessary connection between 

rationality and the pursuit of one’s own good either.  In fact, I contend that God could have 

created rational beings that are not motivated by their own happiness in the least, that is, 

rational beings that know what is good for them but lack all inclination to act in accordance 

with this knowledge.30   They could, for instance, have entirely self-destructive inclinations 

and strive for what they believe to be worst for them.  

To see why there is no necessary connection between knowing the good and pursuing it, 

we need to take a look at what knowledge and motivation fundamentally are.  Leibnizian 

minds, like all monads, have only two fundamental types of modification: perceptions and 

appetitions,31 and because finite monads do not interact, these modifications are never 

caused by anything external.  A perception is simply “[t]he passing state which involves and 

represents a multitude in the unity or in the simple substance” (M 14)32 or “the internal state 

of the monad representing external things” (PNG 4).  Appetitions, on the other hand, are 

the monad’s “tendencies to go from one perception to another” (PNG 2) or the “the 

endeavour of acting tending towards new perception” (G 7:330/SLT 66).33  According to 

these definitions, a monad’s perceptual state at one time does not fully explain, or entail, its 

subsequent perceptual states: in order to predict what a monad will perceive or represent 

next, we must also know its tendencies or endeavors toward new perceptions.  A 

																																																								
30 The same holds, mutatis mutandis, for non-rational creatures pursing pleasure; for the sake of brevity, 
I concentrate mainly on rational knowledge of the good here, since the non-rational pursuit of 
pleasure is much less relevant for the purposes of this paper. 
31 See e.g. M 17; PNG 2; letter to Remond, 1714, G 3:622; letter to de Volder, June 30, 1704, Lodge 
307. 
32 Similarly in PNG 2; letter to Bourguet, December 1714, G 3:574f./L 662f.; letter to Remond, 1714, 
G 3:622. See also “On the Souls of Men and Beasts,” where Leibniz defines perception as “nothing 
other than that very representation of external variation in internal variation” (G 7:329f./SLT 65). 
33  Similarly in a letter to Bourguet, August 5, 1715, G 3:581/L 664.  See also M 14, where he defines 
‘appetite’ as the “action of the internal principle which brings about the change or passage from one 
perception to another.” 
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representation does not, after all, logically imply another representation; what the subsequent 

representational states will be depends also on what the substance’s tendencies or endeavors 

are.34 

Of course there are connections between appetitions and perceptions: each soul has a 

nature, or law of the series as Leibniz sometimes calls it,35 that governs its states.  This law or 

nature determines how perceptions will incline the soul, that is, what appetitions the soul will 

have when it is in a particular perceptual state.  What a soul perceives inclines it in a way that 

is prescribed by its nature, and these inclinations in turn dictate what its subsequent 

perceptual state will be.  Leibniz describes this process in the following passage: “apart from 

our previous inclinations or dispositions, new impressions from objects also contribute to 

incline us, and all these inclinations joined together and balanced against the contrary 

inclinations never fail to form a general prevalent inclination” (Gr 480/SLT 97).  Hence, 

perceptions or “impressions from objects” incline us, and these inclinations determine the 

next state. 

This means, I think, that knowing that some possible substance perceives two billiard 

balls collide in such and such a manner does not suffice for predicting what this substance 

will perceive next; we also need to know how those perceptions will incline it.  The monads 

in the actual world would all transition to new perceptions of these billiard balls that 

correspond to our laws of impact, but members of other possible worlds might perceive 

																																																								
34 Some Leibniz scholars think that perceptions and appetitions are not really distinct for Leibniz (see 
e.g. McRae 1976:60), and there is in fact some textual evidence that at bottom, monadic states consist 
simply in force.  Yet, I do not here need to assume that appetitions and perceptions are truly distinct; 
it would be enough for my interpretation if they were different aspects of one monadic force in the 
same way in which size and shape are two aspects of an extended object.  One aspect of the force 
could be the representational content and another the tendency toward a new representational 
content.  Just as being conical does not entail being one foot long, perceiving something as good 
does not entail being inclined towards it. 
35 See for instance a letter to De Volder, April 3, 1699, Lodge 75/AG 173. 
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entirely different outcomes because they have different dispositions. 36   The same 

representational state can incline or motivate two monads in completely different ways, 

depending on their natures or general dispositions.  This is even true for monads in the 

actual world.  For instance, the perception of a cat gives the souls of mice a very strong 

tendency to run away, while it gives the souls of dogs an almost irresistible urge to start 

chasing the cat.  These differences are explained, I take it, not by the content of the 

representational state, but rather by the animals’ instincts or dispositions: dogs and mice, 

because they have different natures, are inclined differently by perceptions.  Consequently, a 

description of a monad’s prior perceptions, no matter how detailed it is, is never sufficient 

for predicting its subsequent perceptions.37  It is presumably at least in part for this reason 

that Leibniz takes all monadic changes to be contingent.38 

Returning now to knowledge and motivation, it seems that knowledge or belief must be a 

kind of perception39 while motivation must be a kind of appetition or tendency.  After all, 

when I strive to do something because I believe it to be good, there must be a representation 

																																																								
36 Some interpreters might object at this point that all monads, even merely possible ones, always do 
what they perceive to be best, so that it is after all sufficient to know their perceptions.  The possible 
monads whose perceptions do not accord with our laws of physics would, on this interpretation, 
differ from monads in the actual world in what they perceive as best: they would perceive different 
outcomes of the impact as best, and that explains why they have different subsequent perceptions.  
Yet, I argue in [reference removed for purposes of blind review] that this is not the right way to 
interpret Leibniz.  It is implausible, I contend, to think that for Leibniz all perceptual transitions—
even those of the least perfect monads and even in cases where monads lose much of their 
perfection—are explained by what seems best to them. 
37 Again, see [reference removed for purposes of blind review], where I argue against interpreters 
who claim that the mouse runs away from the cat while the dog starts chasing it because the mouse 
perceives running away from cats as good, while the dog perceives chasing cats as good. 
38 As he says in a letter to Jaquelot, “although the soul’s present actions are a natural and certain 
consequence of its preceding state, they are not a necessary consequence” (G 3:468/WF 179).  See 
also Rutherford 2005:165. 
39 This seems to be the case for the relevant kind of knowledge, at least, namely an occurrent rather 
than merely dispositional knowledge.  Leibniz may also acknowledge a sense in which we have 
knowledge of p when we have a certain type of disposition to perceive p; this, plausibly, is how 
Leibniz understands innate ideas.  Yet, the question whether the knowledge or belief that something 
is pleasurable or good for me necessarily implies a motivation to act accordingly concerns an 
occurrent knowledge or belief state, I take it; merely dispositional knowledge plausibly does not 
motivate agents. 
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of the action as good and a consequent appetition or striving for that action, that is, an 

inclination to perform the action.  Being motivated by one’s knowledge or belief that 

something is good is, therefore, merely a special case of being inclined by a perception, that 

is, a special case of a perception and a corresponding appetition.  Rational creatures in the 

actual world are motivated by their beliefs about what is good for them because they possess 

a general disposition to respond in this way to rational perceptions of their good.  In fact, 

there are excellent reasons for thinking that this general disposition just is the will, on 

Leibniz’s view: possessing a (good) will just means being motivated by one’s intellectual 

judgements concerning the good.40  

As a result, if Leibniz held that there is a necessary connection between knowledge of the 

good and the motivation to pursue the good, he would have to hold that there are necessary 

connections between will and intellect.  Yet, Leibniz makes it very clear that will and intellect 

are distinct and that understanding goodness is distinct from striving for it.41  In the Theodicy, 

for instance, he says, “if we had judgment not accompanied by any inclination to act, our 

soul would be an understanding without will” (T 34).  This suggests that God could have 

created beings with an intellect but no will42 and that the capacity for recognizing goodness 

																																																								
40 Leibniz suggests this, for instance, in a revision note to A New Method for Learning and Teaching 
Jurisprudence [1693-1700], willing is the striving “for something which our thinking recognizes as good” 
(A 6.1.284/L 92n18); see also a letter to Remond (1714, G 3:622); T 311, and NE 172. 
41 Even in God will and intellect are distinct.  It is not because of God’s omniscience that he always 
does what is best, but rather because God is also perfectly good and hence has a will perfectly aiming 
at the good in addition to a perfect intellect.  See e.g. Remarks on King §21: “With God, it is plain 
that his understanding contains the ideas of all possible things. … These ideas represent to him the 
good and evil … of possibles; and his superabundant goodness makes him choose the most 
advantageous.  God therefore determines himself by himself; his will acts by virtue of his goodness, 
but it is particularized and directed in action by understanding filled with wisdom” (G 
6:423/Huggard 428). 
42 I am not saying that Leibniz’s God could create substances without any appetitions whatsoever.  
Plausibly, Leibnizian substances must have appetitions because they must be active.  All I am saying 
is that God could create substances with perceptions of the good but without a general inclination 
toward the good. 
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does not have to go hand in hand with the inclination for the good.43  Taking intellect and 

will as distinct in this way is also independently plausible.  There is nothing logically 

incoherent about a creature that recognizes what is best but has no inclination to do what it 

recognizes as best; the actions of such a creature could be governed by laws that do not have 

anything to do with apparent goodness.  For example, there does not seem to be anything 

contradictory about a creature with a self-destructive tendency that always does what it takes 

to be worst for itself.  Such a creature would not violate the principle of contradiction 

because doing what one believes not to be best is not a logical contradiction for Leibniz,44 

and hence it is metaphysically possible.45 

Hence, I do not think that for Leibniz there is a necessary connection between an 

understanding of goodness and a striving for what one understands to be best.46  If every 

actual being with an intellect also has a will that tends to the good, which Leibniz does 

appear to hold, this is not because the opposite implies a contradiction—it does not—but 

merely because it is most fitting, or an aspect of the best possible world.   In fact, it strikes 

me as rather reasonable to say that it would not be fitting for a creature to possess an 

intellect without a will: such a creature would be able to grasp goodness and know what is 

																																																								
43 Leibniz even says, “If the will of God had not as its rule the principle of the best, it would tend 
towards evil, which would be worst of all; or else it would be indifferent somehow to good and to 
evil, and guided by chance” (“Summary of the Controversy,” G 6:386/Huggard 387). 
44 This is in fact extremely important for Leibniz’s theory of divine (as well as human) freedom: 
moral necessity, or the fact that God will only choose what is best, does not imply metaphysical 
necessity.  God’s choosing what is not best is only morally, but not metaphysically, impossible on 
Leibniz’s view because it does not imply a contradiction.  See T 234. 
45 Such creatures need not even violate the principle of sufficient reason, as long as some law governs 
their perceptual transitions.  Perhaps God has no reason to create such a creature and hence its being 
created might violate the principle of sufficient reason.  Yet, considered in itself, this creature need 
not violate the principle of sufficient reason.  After all, its actions could be completely explained in 
terms of its nature.  It could simply lack the general disposition to pursue the good, just as I lack the 
general disposition to pursue square or green objects. 
46 Adams may agree.  He writes, “If values can determine the action of a substance, that is because 
the substance is sensitive to value, has the capacity to perceive and appreciate value to some degree, 
and the capacity to pursue an end because of its perceived value, or an analogue thereof—the 
capacity for value-oriented appetition” (2005:185). 
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best overall, but this insight would be wasted because the creature would not make good use 

of it.  Moreover, Leibniz often stresses that God created rational beings in the divine image, 

which makes it extremely fitting that human beings, like God, possess not only knowledge of 

the good, but also an inclination to act accordingly.47 

There is also textual evidence for the possibility of creatures with intellects but without 

wills.  The most striking passages stem from the 1680s.  Leibniz states, for instance, that 

“from various possible free creatures God has chosen the one which will determine itself by 

reasons of good” (A 6.4.1451/SLT 106).  Similarly, he writes in the Discourse on Metaphysics, 

“in virtue of his decrees that the [human] will always tend toward the apparent good, 

expressing or imitating [God’s] will in certain particular respects, … God determines our will 

to choose what seems better” (DM 30).  Likewise, Leibniz points out elsewhere, “[God] 

created rational creatures in such a way that they act only in accordance with prevailing or 

inclining reasons, reasons that are true or, in their place, apparent” (A 6.4.1651/AG 29).  

These passages strongly indicate that God created substances that pursue the good because 

he preferred them to other possible creatures that determine themselves differently.48 

Granted, two of the three passages just quoted connect the contingency of creaturely 

inclinations toward the good to another doctrine that Leibniz appears to give up in the 

mature period.49  This latter is the doctrine that God freely chose to do whatever is best, 

rather than naturally doing what is best.  In later texts, Leibniz typically embraces the idea 

																																																								
47 Indeed, as I argue elsewhere, the human inclination toward goodness in general is arguably their 
most godlike faculty.  See [reference removed for purposes of blind review]. 
48 Or, strictly speaking, because creatures not pursuing the good are not members of the best possible 
world. 
49 The passage from A 6.4.1651/AG 29 starts, “just as God himself decreed that he would always act 
only in accordance with true reasons of wisdom … .”  Similarly, the passage from A 6.4.1451/SLT 
106 continues as follows: “… because this was in keeping with the first decree of God, with regard to 
the most perfect being chosen.”  In the DM passage, on the other hand, Leibniz provides a different 
reason for God’s decision to make his creatures pursue goodness: it is an imitation of the divine will.  
This may be identical to the mature view. 
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that God strives for the good naturally, rather than due to an initial, free choice, which could 

presumably not be explained itself with reference to what God viewed as best.  One might 

wonder, then, whether this is evidence that Leibniz also changed his mind about the 

contingency of the human inclination toward the good.  Yet, giving up the doctrine that God 

pursues the good because he so chose does not require giving up the doctrine that actual 

creatures have an inclination to do what is good because God preferred them to other 

possible creatures with different inclinations. Leibniz most plausibly abandoned the former 

doctrine because it violates the principle of sufficient reason, but this does not give him the 

slightest reason to give up the latter doctrine.  After all, there is a sufficient reason for God’s 

choice to create these creatures, just as there is a sufficient reason for their actions.50 

Moreover, there are also passages from the mature period pointing in the same direction, 

in addition to the passages about the distinctness of intellect and will already considered.  In 

the Theodicy, for instance, Leibniz repeatedly describes the inclination of wise minds toward 

the good as an instance of “moral necessity” (e.g. T 132; 201; 230).  Yet, Leibniz, stresses, 

“this necessity is not opposed to contingency; it is not of the kind called logical, geometrical 

or metaphysical, whose opposite implies contradiction” (T 282).  Hence, Leibniz clearly 

holds even in the mature period that it is metaphysically possible for a mind not to be 

motivated by what it views as good;51 that actual minds are thus motivated is merely morally 

necessary and hence contingent.52 

																																																								
50 Likewise, the sufficient reason for God’s inclination toward the good, namely that God is perfect 
in all ways, does not apply to creatures. 
51 Leibniz also says in T 311, “whatever perception one may have of the good, the effort to act in 
accordance with the judgement, which in my opinion forms the essence of the will, is distinct from it 
[en est distingué].”  This passage does not support my interpretation quite as strongly as it at first 
suggests, however, because Leibniz goes on to say in this section, “since there is need of time to raise 
this effort to its climax, it may be suspended, and even changed, by a new perception or inclination. 
… Thus the connexion between judgement and will is not so necessary as one might think.”  Hence, 
it is possible to read this passage as claiming merely that judgment and the inclination to act 
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What holds for the will, or the general tendency to pursue what one rationally recognizes 

as good, holds also for the general tendency to pursue pleasure, which does not require the 

possession of intellect and will, and of which even animals are capable.  This general 

tendency is not a necessary consequence of the general capacity for perceiving pleasure and 

pain.  Metaphysically speaking, nothing rules out the possibility of animals that perceive 

certain things as pleasurable but are not motivated to pursue this pleasure.  In fact, Leibniz 

sometimes describes the pursuit of pleasure as a god-given instinct, which indicates that, like 

other instincts, it is not something that automatically comes with certain perceptions.  In one 

of these passages, Leibniz says that an instinct “makes us pursue joy and flee sorrow” (NE 

92; cf. NE 89); the mere ability to perceive joy or sorrow, without the instinct, would 

accordingly not be sufficient for the motivation to pursue joy or pleasure. 

 

 

4 CONCLUSION 

I conclude that for Leibniz—like for Hume—there is no necessary connection between 

the knowledge of what is right and the motivation to act accordingly.  The first reason they 

can come apart is that while Leibniz is a psychological egoist, he endorses an altruistic ethical 

theory.  Acting on the basis of our moral knowledge is possible, on his view, only if we love 

our fellow human beings, or virtue itself, sufficiently.  Sincere love, Leibniz thinks, enables 

us to pursue virtue, or the good of others, for its own sake and thus to do what we know to 

be virtuous.  Because this love is not a necessary consequence of moral knowledge but 

derives from instincts and habits, not all agents who know virtue are motivated to act 
																																																																																																																																																																					
accordingly are temporally distinct, and that only if something else intervenes can it occur that there 
is a perception of the good without an effort to act accordingly. 
52 Despite its misleading name, moral necessity is a type of contingency according to Leibniz.  See for 
instance NE 178; T 230; T 282; T 288. 
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accordingly.  The second reason that knowledge and motivation can come apart is that 

Leibniz generally denies that there are necessary connections between perceptions and 

appetitions.  Some possible creatures are not even motivated by their knowledge of what is 

good for them.  God may not have created any such beings because they may not be members 

of the best possible world, but God could have created them since there is nothing 

contradictory—that is, metaphysically impossible—about them. 

This means that even though Leibniz is firmly on the rationalist side of the debate with 

respect to moral epistemology, he is best characterized as a sentimentalist about moral 

motivation because he denies that knowing what is morally right, without additional affective 

states, can motivate us.  Even very distinct moral knowledge does not guarantee that the 

agent will be motivated in the slightest to act accordingly; the presence of the right kind of 

love is a necessary condition for moral motivation. 
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