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ABSTRACT 

Leibniz argues that all substances are spontaneous, that is, that all states of a 

given substance originate within it.  Several commentators distinguish between 

different kinds of Leibnizian spontaneity: a general type that substances exhibit 

at all times, and a narrower type that substances exhibit in only some of their 

actions.  This paper sharpens and expands this distinction: I argue that it is 

useful to distinguish not just two, but three types of spontaneity.  This 

distinction, I contend, sheds light on Leibniz’s otherwise puzzling views on 

teleology. I will show that there is an intimate connection between spontaneity 

and teleology and that a type of teleology corresponds to each type of 

spontaneity.  Making these distinctions can help us understand, among other 

things, how Leibniz can account for significant differences between different 

types of actions while maintaining that all monadic activity is teleological and 

spontaneous. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

It is one of the central commitments of Leibniz’s mature metaphysics that all 

substances or monads possess perfect spontaneity, that is, that all states of a given 

monad originate within it.2  Created monads do not truly interact with each other, for 

Leibniz.  Instead, each one produces all of its states single-handedly, requiring only 

God’s ordinary concurrence.  Several commentators have pointed out that implicit in 
                                                
1 This is the penultimate draft of a paper published in the Journal of the History of Philosophy 53.4 
(2015), 669–698. 
2 See e.g. T 65; 301; “Système nouveau,” AG 143/G 4:484.  In fact, Leibniz was committed to 
the spontaneity of true substances even before the mature period, at least in the middle years 
(see DM 30; 32; remarks on Arnauld’s letter, May 1686, AG 76/G 2:47).  Yet, for the purposes 
of this paper, I will concentrate mostly on the mature period, which I take to start in the mid 
1690s.  My reason for this focus is that, even though Leibniz’s views on spontaneity seem rather 
stable, his attitude toward teleology, the other subject of this paper, appears to have changed.  
At the very least, he places much more emphasis on teleology in his late metaphysics and 
introduces new ways of talking about the internal end-directedness of substances.  It therefore 
seems advisable, at least in the portion of my paper dealing with teleology, to concentrate on 
texts from the mature period. 
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Leibniz’s view is a distinction between different types of spontaneity: a general type of 

spontaneity that all monads have perfectly and at all times, and a narrower type of 

spontaneity that monads possess in only some of their actions.  Some commentators 

make a similar case for two types of teleology: one that Leibniz ascribes to all monadic 

actions, and a more demanding one present only in some activity. 

I here want to sharpen and expand these distinctions: I argue that it is useful and 

natural to distinguish not just two, but three different types of spontaneity, and that 

there are three corresponding types of teleology.  These parallel threefold distinctions 

are not only interesting in their own right, but also have major payoffs for interpreting 

Leibniz.  For instance, they open up better ways of understanding Leibniz’s claim that 

spontaneity is a requirement for freedom and generally shed light on the roles that 

spontaneity and teleology play in his account of free agency.  They also allow Leibniz to 

acknowledge something corresponding to the useful, traditional notions of spontaneity 

and teleology.  Moreover, the distinctions are, as I will show in passing, helpful for 

understanding the subordination of monads within an organism as well as the 

notoriously difficult Leibnizian doctrine of striving possibles. 

My main focus in this paper will, however, be on another payoff: I argue that 

distinguishing three types of spontaneity and teleology allows Leibniz to recognize 

profound differences between different types of actions while maintaining that all 

monadic activity is teleological and spontaneous.  This is important because Leibniz’s 

doctrine that there is teleology and spontaneity in all monadic changes can appear 

implausibly to portray the intentional actions of rational beings and other kinds of 

activity as being too similar to each other: it may seem to either anthropomorphize 

simpler substances, or make the claim that rational minds spontaneously act for ends 

vacuous.  On my view, in contrast, Leibniz can—and does—acknowledge significant, 

deep differences between the end-directedness and spontaneity of different types of 

actions.  Distinguishing three kinds of spontaneity and teleology opens up a neat and 

plausible way of understanding Leibniz’s discussions of active as opposed to passive 

states, and of voluntary as opposed to non-voluntary actions.  The twofold distinction 
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that other interpreters draw is not sufficient because there are at least three different 

types of monadic activity.3 

The structure of my paper is the following.  First I explain and motivate my 

distinction between three types of spontaneity.  Next, I make some general observations 

about the relation between spontaneity and teleology in order to then draw my 

distinction between three types of teleology, parallel to the types of spontaneity.  

Employing this typology, I then show how Leibniz can view end-directedness and 

spontaneity as ubiquitous without anthropomorphizing the least perfect monads and 

without trivializing the end-directedness and self-determination of the most perfect 

actions.  At the end of the paper I also address the question whether my interpretation 

is in tension with Leibniz’s Principle of Continuity.  I conclude that there is excellent 

evidence that Leibniz is—and in fact ought to be—committed to sharp differences 

between three types of actions and that these differences are best understood in terms 

of distinct types of teleology and spontaneity. 

2 THREE TYPES OF SPONTANEITY 

Leibniz never explicitly distinguishes different kinds of spontaneity, as far as I know.  

Yet, there are several reasons to interpret him as implicitly making such a distinction.  

First of all, as some commentators point out, the general type of spontaneity seems too 

broad in certain contexts, precisely because it is present in all monadic actions to the 

same degree.4  There appears to be a need for a narrower type of spontaneity that helps 

Leibniz to distinguish constrained actions from unconstrained actions, voluntary from 

non-voluntary actions, or true agency from perceptions merely dictated by the laws of 
                                                
3 Moreover, the way in which some other interpreters distinguish two types of spontaneity or 
teleology does not line up exactly with what I take to be the most crucial types of monadic 
actions.  Rutherford’s narrow types of teleology and spontaneity, for instance, cut across the 
distinctions I take to be important: on his interpretation, these narrow types are found in some 
free or rational actions and in some unfree or non-rational actions (see e.g. 2005:171, where 
Rutherford says that a dog’s actions can be instances of the more demanding type of teleology; 
cf. 2005:177, where he says that animals are capable of the more demanding type of spontaneity).  
Hence, his distinctions do not help us understand the crucial difference between free and unfree, 
or rational and non-rational, monadic activity. 
4 Leibniz clearly states that the general type of spontaneity is present perfectly in all substances.  
He for instance says that God created every substance “in such a way that everything must arise 
for it from its own depths, through a perfect spontaneity relative to itself” (“Système nouveau,” 
AG 143/G 4:484) and that “there is spontaneity in the confused as well as in the distinct” (reply 
to Bayle’s note L, L 581/PT 251/G 4:565, translation from L). 
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nature.5  Moreover, in some passages Leibniz appears to imply that there are more 

demanding types of spontaneity that, unlike the broad type of spontaneity, are neither 

ubiquitous nor always present perfectly.  For instance, he talks of “the imperfection 

present in our knowledge and [in] our spontaneity” (T 288), which makes sense only if 

in addition to the broad type, there is a more demanding type of spontaneity that we do 

not always possess to the highest degree.6  Likewise, in a reply to Bayle, Leibniz says that 

even though the soul is like a little world that is “as imperturbable as the great world” 

because “there is spontaneity in the confused as well as in the distinct,” there is another 

sense in which there are perturbations and passions in the soul, namely insofar as it has 

confused thoughts (L 581/G 4:565/PT 251).  In this sense, one might infer, the soul is 

not always perfectly spontaneous.  These and similar reasons have led some interpreters 

to distinguish two types of spontaneity.  Yet, I do not think that goes far enough: the 

evidence actually points to three types, and we need these three types to understand the 

differences between different types of monadic actions. 

2.1 METAPHYSICAL SPONTANEITY 

Leibniz defines spontaneity as follows: “an action is spontaneous when its source is in 

him who acts” (T 301)7 and the spontaneous actions of a substance arise “out of its own 

                                                
5  See Murray 2005:197f.; 1995:80; Rutherford 2005:157; Sotnak 1999:216.  Interestingly, 
Greenberg, after noting that the general type of spontaneity is not much help in distinguishing 
different types of actions because it is common to all, comes to the opposite conclusion: he 
argues that therefore, “[s]pontaneity and the will… do not after all play a role in Leibniz’s 
account of freedom,” and that Leibniz instead locates freedom “in intelligence alone” 
(2005:227).  It will become clear later that I disagree with Greenberg: because I think there are 
kinds of spontaneity that are not common to all actions, and in fact one type of spontaneity that 
requires voluntariness, the will and spontaneity can play a crucial role in Leibniz’s account of 
freedom. 
6 See also Leibniz’s notes on Jaquelot’s letter of September 6, 1704, WF 193/Gr 490, where 
Leibniz explicitly talks of degrees of spontaneity, and “Commentary on Burnet” §11(e), where 
he says that there is some spontaneity in all substances (Murray and Wright 2011:62). 
7 See also CD 108, where Leibniz says that spontaneous actions “have their principles in those 
who act” and “Metaphysical Consequences” §8, where he explains that a spontaneous substance 
is “the one and only source of its own modifications” (MP 175/C 14).  Similarly T 290; 
“Conversation about Freedom and Fate,” SLT 97/Gr 480; “Table of Definitions,” C 474; 
“Conversation with Steno,” A 6.4.1380/CP 123.  This is rather close to the Aristotelian 
definition of ἑκούσιος (usually translated as ‘voluntary,’ which according to Frede is highly 
misleading [2011:25]; see e.g. Nicomachean Ethics 1111a22-24), as Leibniz himself acknowledges in 
T 290.  For a helpful discussion of the traditional notion of spontaneity and its different uses, 
see Murray 2005:195f. and Hoffmann 1998. 
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depths” (NE 210; similarly “Système nouveau,” AG 143/G 4:484), or follow from its 

own nature (“Conversation about Freedom and Fate,” SLT 98/Gr 481).  Conversely, he 

associates spontaneity with the absence of external determination or impulse 

(“Conversation about Freedom and Fate,” SLT 95/Gr 478; DM 32; “Notes on 

Wachter,” Beeley 2002:11).  As we will see, there are several ways of understanding 

these general definitions: depending on how narrowly we construe the substance’s “own 

depths” or nature, and depending on what we take to be internal and external to the 

agent, we can derive broader and narrower types of spontaneity from these general 

definitions.  Yet, because Leibniz often states that all monadic actions are perfectly 

spontaneous,8 he usually appears to intend the broadest reading of these definitions, that 

is, the reading on which the absence of real, physical influences from other created 

substances—which monads always enjoy—is sufficient for spontaneity. 

Let us call the broadest and least demanding type of spontaneity ‘metaphysical 

spontaneity.’9  This type of spontaneity is common to all created monads in virtue of the 

fact that they do not in the strict, metaphysical sense interact with each other; because 

they do not interact at all, they always have this kind of spontaneity to the highest 

degree.  Each state of a monad is caused and made intelligible by something inside the 

monad itself, namely by its perceptions and appetitions, or, at bottom, its nature or 

primitive force.  Nothing but the monad itself and God’s ordinary concurrence is 

causally responsible for the monad’s states. 

2.2 AGENT SPONTANEITY 

In addition to metaphysical spontaneity, Leibniz seems to implicitly recognize a more 

demanding type of spontaneity that I will call ‘agent spontaneity’.10  I am basing my 

notions of metaphysical and agent spontaneity on Leibniz’s distinction between actions 

                                                
8 See for instance T 65; 300; PT 203/WF 80/G 4:518; L 581/G 4:565/PT 251; “Système 
nouveau,” AG 143/G 4:484. 
9 Murray calls this type “spontaneity-for-free” (2005:198), and Rutherford calls it “monadic 
spontaneity” (2005:157).  I call it ‘metaphysical spontaneity’ because it is a consequence of the 
fact that, metaphysically speaking, created monads do not interact, and because Leibniz himself 
says that “in a certain metaphysical sense… there is spontaneity in everything which happens to 
us” (“Conversation about Freedom and Fate,” SLT 98/Gr 481). 
10 I am borrowing this term from Rutherford, who however uses it more narrowly than I do: he 
reserves it for desire-based actions (2005:169) while I am applying it even to some actions of 
bare monads who do not have desires. 
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in the broad sense and actions in a narrower sense: monads possess agent spontaneity 

whenever they are acting in the narrow sense, while they possess metaphysical 

spontaneity whenever they are acting in the broad sense.  A passage from the New 

Essays is perhaps the clearest expression of this distinction.  In that passage, Leibniz 

starts out by defining actions in the broad sense, tying that notion to what I call 

metaphysical spontaneity: 

anything which occurs in what is strictly a substance must be a case of ‘action’ 

in the metaphysically rigorous sense of something which occurs in the 

substance spontaneously, arising out of its own depths; for no created 

substance can have an influence upon any other, so that everything comes to a 

substance from itself. (NE 210) 

Hence, every change that arises from a substance’s “own depths,” and hence every 

metaphysically spontaneous state, is an action in the broad sense.  Because there is no 

true influence among finite substances, all natural changes within a monad are actions in 

this sense.  Leibniz then points out that in another sense, only some of these changes 

are actions, while others are passions: “But if we take ‘action’ to be an endeavour 

towards perfection, and ‘passion’ to be the opposite, then genuine substances are active 

only when their perceptions… are becoming better developed and more distinct, just as 

they are passive only when their perceptions are becoming more confused” (NE 210).  

According to this passage, then, there is a sense in which being an agent requires more 

than just metaphysical spontaneity: it additionally requires that one’s perceptions are 

becoming more distinct.11  When a monad’s perceptual distinctness decreases, on the 

other hand, it is not acting in this sense, but rather a patient.  Leibniz then elaborates 

further on this distinction between actions and passions: “any change through which [a 

substance] comes closer to its own perfection” is an action of that substance and can be 

attributed to the substance itself, whereas “any change in which the reverse happens” is 

a passion of that substance and can be attributed to an outside cause (NE 211).   

Thus passions occur—perhaps unsurprisingly—when a substance is subject to 

external influences, that is, when another substance is acting on it.  Accordingly, for 

Leibniz, “action and passion are always reciprocal in creatures” (T 66; cf. M 52).  Of 

                                                
11 The reference to “an endeavour towards perfection” in the passage already intimates the close 
connection between this kind of agency and teleology that I will discuss below. 
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course, in the metaphysical sense, there is no interaction among created monads, and in 

that sense monads are always agents and never patients.  Yet, Leibniz frequently stresses 

that there is an important sense in which there is mutual influence among finite monads; 

he sometimes calls this “ideal influence” (French: influence ideale).  In the Monadology, for 

instance, after once again distinguishing between acting and being acted upon in terms 

of perfection and imperfection, or distinct and confused perception (M 49), he stresses 

that “the influence of one monad over another can only be ideal, and so can only 

produce its effect through God’s intervention, when in the ideas of God a monad 

reasonably asks that God take it into account in regulating the others from the 

beginning of things” (M 51; similarly T 66).  Hence, even though in the strict sense 

there is no interaction, Leibniz acknowledges another, “ideal,” sense in which there is, 

and this is the basis for his distinction between action and passion. 

That the distinction between actions and passions can be drawn either in terms of 

the relative perfection of the substances involved or in terms of God’s regulation of 

things at creation should not be surprising.  As Leibniz explains in the Theodicy, 

substances interact “ideally, and in the reasons of things, as God in the beginning 

ordered one substance to accord with another in proportion to the perfection or 

imperfection that there is in each” (T 66).  God’s regulation of things thus corresponds 

to the perfection of these things, and their perfection in turn plausibly correlates with 

the distinctness of their perceptions.12 

God, then, has ordered creation in such a way that actions in one substance always 

correspond to passions in another, or in other words, in such a way that perfections or 

distinct perceptions in one substance always correspond to imperfections or confused 

perceptions in another.  Leibniz apparently holds that we can adequately describe the 

order of divine reasoning as follows: insofar as one substance is perfect or active, it as it 

were asks God—or more literally, gives God a reason—to also create another substance 

with a corresponding imperfection or passion (M 51).  This means that on this level of 

explanation, an action or perfection in one monad explains the occurrence of a 

                                                
12 See Leibniz’s notes on Lamy: “confused thoughts are a mark of our imperfection, passions, 
and dependence on the assemblage of exterior things or on matter, whereas the perfection, 
force, control, liberty, and action of the soul consists principally in our distinct thoughts” (WF 
140/G 4:574).  In addition to this intellectual perfection, we also share at least two other divine 
attributes: power and will (see M 48; letter to Morell, September 29, 1698, Gr 139). 
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corresponding passion or imperfection in another monad:13 “one creature is more 

perfect than another insofar as one finds in it that which provides an a priori reason for 

what happens in the other; and this is why we say that it acts on the other” (M 50).14  As 

Leibniz puts it elsewhere, things that are more perfect “make the rule for other things in 

the harmony of the universe” and can therefore be said to act on other things 

(“Conversation about Freedom and Fate,” SLT 98/Gr 481). 

It is important to note that what matters for this type of influence is not the overall 

perfection of a substance, but rather its perfection with regard to some particular event.  

For instance, a mosquito can act on me even though it has less overall perfection.  With 

respect to a mosquito bite, I am passive and the mosquito is active because my role in 

that event is less perfect than the mosquito’s: while the bite is a perfection for the 

mosquito, it is an imperfection for me.   

The doctrine that finite substances influence each other in this ideal sense may have 

its share of problems.  Yet, the main idea behind the doctrine is reasonably clear: 

Leibniz thinks that created monads cannot interact strictly speaking, but he grants that 

they behave as if they are interacting.  Their apparent interaction is of course no 

coincidence: it is a result of pre-established harmony and hence a crucial aspect of the 

world’s perfection; the notion of ideal influence captures precisely this important feature 

of the world.  The distinction between actions and passions is also central to the way we 

understand the world and our place within it: we see ourselves as sometimes acting on 

other things and sometimes being acted upon.  Leibniz thinks that based on pre-

established harmony he can “give a true and philosophic sense” to the ordinary way of 

talking:15 he can say that one substance is acting on another insofar as God has adjusted 

                                                
13 It is crucial to keep in mind that this is not the fundamental level of explanation.  At the 
fundamental level, even passions are explained in terms of the substance that is undergoing this 
change.  This must be the case because strictly speaking, as already seen, all substances are 
perfectly spontaneous and hence produce as well as explain all of their states themselves.  It is 
only when we consider God’s reasons for combining these monads into a harmonious world 
that we can talk of one creature’s state as being the reason for another creature’s state. 
14 Leibniz also makes the distinction between actions and passions in terms of what explains the 
change most intelligibly in the passage from the New Essays from which I have already quoted: 
“the change can be explained in an intelligible way by reference to the substance itself” in the 
case of actions and “by reference to outer things” in the case of passions (NE 211). 
15 T 66; see also “Système nouveau,” AG 145/G 4:486: “Ordinary ways of speaking are also 
preserved.  For we can say that the substance, whose disposition accounts for change intelligibly, 
in the sense that we may judge that the other substances have been accommodated to this one 
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the latter to the former in this respect,16 or insofar as the former is more perfect than 

the latter with respect to that particular event. 

Based on the distinction between actions and passions, or between states that occur 

because of other agents and states that are free from such external influence, it seems 

both natural and legitimate to distinguish spontaneity in the broad, metaphysical sense 

from agent spontaneity.17  The former requires merely the absence of real external 

influences, while the latter additionally requires the absence of ideal external influences.  

Agent spontaneity is therefore narrower than metaphysical spontaneity. 

This discussion of one monad influencing another ideally brings to the forefront 

something already implicit in my description of metaphysical spontaneity in terms of the 

agent’s causing and rendering intelligible all of its states: Leibnizian spontaneity has a 

causal dimension and an explanatory dimension.  The explanatory dimension is explicit 

in Leibniz’s characterizations of ideal influence and hence in my account of agent 

spontaneity.  Leibniz says, for instance, that “there are certain things in the soul that can 

only be explained in an adequate way through external things, and to that extent the 

soul depends upon external things… insofar as, in creating the mind, God took things 

other than the mind itself into consideration to a greater extent” (AG 279/Beeley 

2002:11f.).18  However, this explanatory dimension is also present in metaphysical 

spontaneity, and indeed, in spontaneity generally: Leibniz holds that a substance is 

                                                                                                                                     
in this regard from the beginning, according to the order of God’s decree, is the substance we 
must consequently conceive as acting upon the other.” 
16 See “Système nouveau,” AG 145/G 4:486; M 52.  Of course God does not strictly speaking 
adjust substances to one another.  He finds their essences or complete concepts in his intellect 
and actualizes them exactly in accordance with these concepts, without adding or changing 
anything: he “leaves them just as they were in the state of mere possibility, that is, changing 
nothing either in their essence or nature, or even in their accidents” (T 52).  Saying that God 
adjusts one substance to another is hence merely a metaphor for the order of reasons that led 
God to select one particular creature for actualization, rather than another (see T 66; remarks on 
Lamy, WF 153/G 4:578).  God selected a complete concept of a person feeling pain at a 
particular moment because he needed something corresponding to the mosquito’s bite. 
17  Murray makes a similar distinction: he claims that Leibniz acknowledges not only 
“spontaneity-for-free,” that is, spontaneity in the general sense, but also a narrower type not 
present in acts that “can be attributed to an external source or quasi-cause” (2005:199). 
18 See also NE 211: actions “can be explained in an intelligible way by reference to the substance 
itself” and passions “by reference to outer things.”  Similarly M 52: “what is active in some 
respects is passive from another point of view: active insofar as what is known distinctly in one 
serves to explain what happens in another; and passive insofar as the reason for what happens in 
one is found in what is known distinctly in another.”  Leibniz says something along the same 
lines in “Système nouveau,” AG 145/G 4:486, already quoted in note 15. 
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metaphysically spontaneous when a complete explanation of its action can be given 

without invoking anything external to this substance.19  This should as a matter of fact 

not be surprising given that Leibniz generally associates causation and explanation very 

closely.20   

Another interesting fact about agent spontaneity is that it corresponds to the way in 

which some of Leibniz’s contemporaries and predecessors would have used the term 

‘spontaneous’.21  The concept of ideal influence, after all, is supposed to give a true and 

philosophic sense to ordinary statements about the causal influence of one finite 

substance on another.  As a result, agent spontaneity consists in the absence of what we 

ordinarily view as the causal influence of other substances, which matches one 

traditional conception of spontaneity.22 

                                                
19 I argue elsewhere that the explanatory dimension appears to be the more important one.  
After all, given Leibniz’s belief in divine concurrence, created substances are never completely 
spontaneous in the causal sense because God is always a co-cause of their actions.  They are, 
nevertheless, completely spontaneous in the explanatory sense because their natures provide 
complete explanations for all of their states [reference removed for purposes of blind review].  
Strictly speaking, then, we should distinguish a fourth type of spontaneity, namely perfect causal 
spontaneity, which belongs only to God.  Yet, Leibniz does not appear to find that type of 
spontaneity very important; instead he typically brackets divine concurrence and is happy to talk 
of finite substances as being the sole principles of their actions.  If I am correct that the 
explanatory dimension is the more important dimension, this bracketing of divine concurrence 
is justified, because God’s concurring with my actions does not interfere with my spontaneity in 
that sense.  Moreover, when we bracket divine concurrence, which is a unique type of external 
influence and hence a special case, the explanatory dimension and the causal dimension never 
come apart. 
20 See especially G 7:289/C 533: “For the cause is nothing other than the real reason” (undated; 
my translation).  See also Rutherford 1995a:135 for a good discussion of the close connection 
between being the source of one’s actions and being the ultimate explanatory principle of one’s 
actions. 
21 Leibniz apparently coined the Latin noun ‘spontaneitas’, but the English term ‘spontaneity’ 
was already used by others (see Laerke 2009:944n26).  Moreover, the Latin terms ‘sponte’ and 
‘spontaneus’ had been in use for centuries. 
22 There are at least two traditional conceptions of spontaneity: a broad one that corresponds to 
Leibnizian agent spontaneity and that requires merely the absence of external determination—
on this conception, even rocks or rivers are spontaneous when they move without constraint—
and a narrower one that additionally requires that the agent have knowledge of what she is 
doing.  For the former conception, see e.g. Aquinas’s discussion of the spontaneous production 
of plants and animals (Sentencia libri de anima, lib. 2 l. 7 n. 6; Summa Theologiae IaIIae q102 a6 ad2) 
and his definition of ‘spontaneous action’ as doing something to which the agent was not 
induced externally (Sentencia libri de anima, lib. 2 l. 7 n. 6).  The narrower conception is however 
much more common and goes back to Aristotle’s definition of ἑκούσιος as “that of which the 
moving principle is in the agent himself, he being aware of the particular circumstances of the 
action” (Nicomachean Ethics 1111a22-24).  Note that this conception of spontaneity, the way it is 
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It is clear, then, that Leibniz acknowledges two senses in which a finite monad can 

be independent of external influences: the metaphysical sense and the ideal sense.  

There is even some textual evidence that Leibniz wants to understand this more 

demanding kind of independence as a type of spontaneity.23  He says, for instance, 

“insofar as we are imperfect, we are said to suffer, and to be subject to external things, 

although in a certain metaphysical sense… there is spontaneity in everything which 

happens to us” (“Conversation about Freedom and Fate,” SLT 98/Gr 481).  In this 

passage, Leibniz explicitly distinguishes spontaneity “in a certain metaphysical sense,” 

which belongs to us at all times, from something else—presumably from spontaneity in 

another sense, in which we are sometimes determined by external things.24  He makes a 

very similar point in the Theodicy: “spontaneity… belongs to us in so far as we have 

within us the source of our actions… The impressions of external things often, indeed, 

divert us from our path, and it was commonly believed that, at least in this respect, 

some of the sources of our actions were outside ourselves” (T 290).  He continues the 

passage by pointing out that even though it is not true in the strict, philosophical sense 

that the sources of such actions are not within us, there is a certain sense in which it is 

true; in fact, he acknowledges that we sometimes have to speak in this way.25  Given that 

                                                                                                                                     
used by scholastics like Thomas, is still broader than what I will below call rational spontaneity 
because it does not require rationality; animals and young children can act spontaneously 
without being rational.  See e.g. Molina, Concordia, ad 13.14, disp. 12; Aquinas, De Veritate, q24 
a2 ad1; Bramhall, Works, vol. 4, 49; Eustachius, Summa Philosophiae, 38.  For a good overview of 
the history of the terms ‘spontaneous’ and ‘spontaneity,’ see Hoffmann 1998. 
23 There are texts in which Leibniz does not use the term ‘spontaneity,’ but does oppose self-
determination to the determination by external things, which can be read as implicit references 
to agent spontaneity, since spontaneity just is self-determination.  See e.g. the following passage: 
“creatures are always determined by internal or external reasons.  The more substances are 
determined by themselves… the more perfect they are.  For always being determined, they will 
have the determination either from themselves, and will be so much the more powerful and 
perfect, or they will have it from the outside, and then they will be proportionally obliged to 
serve external things” (SLT 94/G 7:110, italics omitted; cf. SLT 97/Gr 480). 
24 See also T 65: “on a rigorous definition, the soul has within it the principle of all its actions, 
and even of all its passions, and the same is true for all the simple substances scattered 
throughout Nature… In the popular sense notwithstanding, speaking in accordance with 
appearances, we must say that the soul depends in some way upon the body and upon the 
impressions of the senses.” 
25 See T 65, where Leibniz compares this to the way we speak about the sun rising and setting in 
Ptolemaic terms in everyday conversations, even though we know that the Copernican account 
is strictly speaking correct. 
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Leibniz defines spontaneity as having the source of the action within oneself, this 

passage is excellent support for a narrower sense of spontaneity. 

One interesting aspect of agent spontaneity is that one can apply it either to an 

individual monad, or to an organism.  Organisms are agent-spontaneous to the extent 

that they are not ideally influenced by other organisms or bodies.  An individual monad, 

on the other hand—for instance, the central monad of an organism—is agent-

spontaneous to the extent that it is free from the ideal influence of all other created 

external things, including its own body.  The latter notion is useful because it allows us to 

describe cases in which a soul fails to act in accordance with its perfection because of its 

own body, rather than because of other bodies.  Leibniz does, after all, sometimes talk 

about the ideal influence of the body on the soul, and of the soul on the body.  In the 

New Essays, for instance, he says, “in involuntary actions the mind depends on the body 

(to put the matter accurately), in other actions the mind is independent and even makes 

the body depend upon it” (NE 177).  He goes on to say that this dependence “consists 

in God’s taking account of one of them in regulating the other, or taking more account 

of one than the other according to the inherent perfections of each” (ibid.; cf. T 66; NE 

185).  Hence, in some contexts it is important to determine whether the soul possesses 

agent spontaneity, that is, whether it is free even from the ideal influences of its own 

body, while in other contexts it might be more helpful to view the organism as a unit, 

and to determine whether it possesses this type of spontaneity.26 

2.3 RATIONAL SPONTANEITY 

The third type of spontaneity I believe we ought to distinguish is even narrower than 

agent spontaneity, and I call it ‘rational spontaneity.’  It is quite easy to characterize this 

kind of spontaneity: it belongs to actions to the extent that they are voluntary, that is, to 

the extent that they are determined by reason rather than by non-rational, non-voluntary 

inclinations.  Thus, a monad possesses rational spontaneity insofar as its action is free 

not only from the ideal influence of other substances, but generally from determination 

by factors external to the rational part of the agent’s nature, that is, to the intellect and 

to the will—the latter of which being the rational appetite, or the inclination to act in 

                                                
26 The latter allows us, for instance, to distinguish between walking and being carried. 
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accordance with the deliverances of reason.27  Rational spontaneity is hence rational self-

determination, just as agent spontaneity is agential self-determination and metaphysical 

spontaneity is metaphysical self-determination.28 

Any time an agent possesses rational spontaneity, she is also agent-spontaneous 

because voluntary actions are the most perfect type of action.  Yet, many actions are 

agent-spontaneous in the absence of rational spontaneity.  The mosquito in my example, 

for instance, acts with agent spontaneity but without rational spontaneity.  After all, 

mosquitos, like all non-human animals, are not rational and hence incapable of 

voluntary actions.  Likewise, human instinctive actions, such as my removing a 

mosquito from my face while I am asleep, are agent-spontaneous but lack rational 

spontaneity.  Rational spontaneity is therefore narrower than agent spontaneity, which 

in turn is narrower than metaphysical spontaneity. 

What I just described as rational spontaneity is crucial for understanding freedom, on 

Leibniz’s view.  In fact, he even uses the term ‘rational spontaneity’ himself in 

“Conversation with Steno Concerning Freedom” (1677) when approvingly describing 

the traditional, pre-Molinist understanding of freedom.29  That for Leibniz freedom 

consists in rational spontaneity, or the agent’s self-determination by her will and intellect, 

also becomes clear in the New Essays, where Leibniz says, “[i]n reasonings about the 

freedom of the will, or about ‘free will’, the question is… whether [the] will itself is 

sufficiently independent” (NE 181).  The independence of the will that is at issue here is, 

of course, not an independence from all determination, but rather an independence 

from certain kinds of determination, or from undue influences.  After all, Leibniz 

                                                
27 See “Table of Definitions,” C 498: “Will is the conatus of the person who understands [conatus 
intelligentis]” (my translation).  Cf. A 6.1.284/L 91n11: “To will is nothing but the striving 
[conatus] arising from thought, or to strive for something which our thinking recognizes as good.” 
28 Interestingly, Aquinas too viewed voluntary action as “a special case of being moved by an 
intrinsic principle,” as Stump puts it (2003:285).  See for instance the passage from Aquinas I 
quote in note 32. 
29 In that text Leibniz says, “According to the ancients the free differs from the spontaneous as 
species from genus; surely, freedom is rational spontaneity [spontaneitas rationalis]” (A 
6.4.1380/CP 123).  In a similar vein, Leibniz says elsewhere that “freedom is the same as 
spontaneity with reason [spontaneum cum ratione]” (Critical Thoughts on…Descartes [1692], G 4:362/L 
389), that “freedom is the spontaneity of the person who understands [spontaneitas intelligentis]” 
(G 7:108, ca. 1692) and that “freedom is the spontaneity of the person who deliberates 
[spontaneitas consultantis],” “Table of Definitions,” C 498, my translation).  All of these texts are 
excellent evidence that freedom is a type of spontaneity for Leibniz. 
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vehemently denies that the will can act without a sufficient reason;30 that kind of 

independence would be an even more demanding type of spontaneity that Leibniz 

unequivocally rejects.31  Instead, the will is free insofar as it is determined by rational 

factors, that is, by the intellect’s judgments concerning the relative goodness of different 

options.  Accordingly, Leibniz opposes acting freely to being enslaved by the passions 

and by non-rational inclinations (e.g. NE 175); in fact, he sometimes tellingly describes 

the passions as internal impositions or constraints (ibid.). 

This close connection between freedom and rational spontaneity is confirmed in an 

untitled text probably written in the early 1690s, where Leibniz ties freedom to a 

particularly demanding type of self-determination that intelligent creatures share with 

God: 

the more [substances] approach the divine perfection the less need they have to 

be determined from the outside.  For God, being the most free and most 

perfect substance, is also the most determined by himself to do the most 

perfect.  But the more one is ignorant and impotent, the more one is 

indifferent…  Now insofar as we have wisdom and act in accordance with 

reason, to that extent we will be determined by the perfections of our own 

nature, and consequently we will be all the more free as we will have fewer 

hindrances to our choice. (SLT 95/G 7:110f.)32 

Here, Leibniz equates the most demanding type of self-determination or spontaneity—

which he connects to freedom—with the determination by reason, and with the absence 

                                                
30 See e.g. letter to Morell, September 29, 1698, Gr 139: “The will is not the first principle; quite 
to the contrary, it naturally follows the knowledge of the good” (my translation); cf. Fourth 
letter to Clarke, §2: “A mere will without any motive is a fiction” (L 687); similarly ibid. §18. 
31 See T 404: “one would be unhappy if one were sufficiently master in one’s own domain to be 
able to will without cause, without rhyme or reason.”  This passage is interesting because, as we 
will soon see, Leibniz often uses the terms ‘master’ and ‘mastery’ for our control over non-
rational inclinations, and hence for what I call rational spontaneity.  Here he seems to say that in 
addition to this desirable type of mastery or spontaneity, there is another, undesirable type that 
we do not have and that would consist in having a will that is independent from all 
determination. 
32 A similar passage occurs earlier in the same text (SLT 94/G 7:109).  I find it interesting that 
Thomas Aquinas also claims that being self-determining in a stricter sense than other creatures 
makes rational beings godlike: “The closer a nature is to God, the more pronounced is the 
likeness of the divine excellence which is found in it.  Now it belongs to the divine excellence to 
move and incline and direct all things while not being moved, inclined, or directed by any other.  
Hence the nearer a nature is to God, the less it is inclined by another and the more it is capable 
of inclining itself” (De Veritate q22 a4 corp.; similarly Summa Theologiae I q18 a3 corp.). 
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of factors that could interfere with or hinder rational choice.  It is therefore precisely 

what I call rational spontaneity. 

For those who are still unconvinced that what I have described should be viewed as 

a type of spontaneity, the following way of looking at it might be helpful.  When an 

action of mine is determined by factors outside of my will and intellect, such as instincts 

or passions, it is determined by factors of which I am not aware and which I do not 

understand.  Moreover, because reason and freedom are the perfections of human 

nature,33 and insofar as we therefore, qua human beings, ought to act freely and in 

accordance with reason, the rational part of our mind is the part with which we ought to 

most strongly identify.  Any non-rational, non-voluntary factors are therefore alien to us 

qua rational, free agents, and are hence undue influences.  While these factors are strictly 

speaking internal to our souls, they can be entirely unwelcome and we in fact sometimes 

fight them—as if they were foreign elements—to keep them from determining our 

actions.   

Leibniz talks in precisely this way, as a matter of fact.  He says, for instance,  

we should become accustomed to… sticking to sequences of thoughts for 

which reason, rather than chance (i.e. insensible and fortuitous impressions), 

provides the thread… Once we are in a position to stop our desires and 

passions from taking effect… we can find ways of fighting against them… It is 

through these methods and stratagems that we become masters of ourselves. 

(NE 196)34 

On this way of looking at it, non-rational inclinations are undue influences, external to 

us qua rational agents, that can prevent us from acting as we should and as we 

reflectively want.  A passage from the Theodicy confirms that there is a sense in which 

our own inclinations are external to us insofar as they are unwelcome and insofar as 

they are not rational: Leibniz says that “the force of others and our own passions 
                                                
33 Leibniz says, for instance, that “we are free insofar as we are determined to follow the 
perfection of our nature, which is to say, reason” (“Conversation about Freedom and Fate,” 
SLT 98/Gr 481), and that in voluntary actions, “the soul is exercising a perfection of its nature, 
which is freedom” (remarks on Lamy, WF 154/G 4:579).  It is of course also a very traditional 
view that rationality and freedom elevate human beings above animals and make them godlike, 
so that these faculties constitute the highest perfection of human nature (see e.g. Aquinas De 
Veritate q22 a4 corp.; Summa Theologiae I q80 a1 corp.; Summa Theologiae I q93 a9 corp.; Calixt, 
Epitome Theologiae, 1647, p. 92). 
34 See also “Conversation about Freedom and Fate,” SLT 98/Gr 481; T 64; 228. 
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enslave us,” and that this kind of enslavement or servitude “comes from without, it 

leads to that which offends, and especially to that which offends with reason” (T 228).  

Hence, only voluntary actions are self-determined and spontaneous in the strictest sense, 

since to the extent that they are voluntary, they are free from determination by non-

voluntary, non-rational inclinations, or generally by factors external to the agent’s 

intellect and will.35 

There is some indirect textual evidence that Leibniz acknowledges this independence 

from undue influences as a kind of spontaneity, in addition to the direct evidence from 

the Conversation with Steno and similar texts that I mentioned above.  See for instance 

Theodicy 64: “All that happens in the soul depends upon it, but depends not always upon 

its will.”  The most straightforward way to understand this short remark is the 

following: while souls are self-determining in all of their actions—that is, while they 

always possess what I call metaphysical spontaneity—they do not always determine 

themselves through their wills—that is, they do not always possess what I call rational 

spontaneity.  Similarly, Leibniz says later in the Theodicy, “one must know that a 

spontaneity in the exact sense [une spontaneité exacte]36 is common to us and all simple 

substances, and that in the intelligent or free substance this becomes a mastery over its 

actions” (T 291).  Saying that the spontaneity common to all monads becomes mastery 

in intelligent or free monads can be read as claiming that intelligent substances possess a 

more demanding form of spontaneity that consists in mastery.  An even more telling 

passage occurs in a text written around 1692.  There Leibniz says that “what is called 

spontaneity in beasts and other substances lacking intelligence, is elevated in man to a 

higher degree of perfection, and is called freedom” (SLT 94/G 7:109).  As in the 

                                                
35 There is another parallel here to Thomism: for Thomas Aquinas, the only truly human actions 
are rational actions, that is, actions that are actualizations of the specific potentiality of human 
nature (see e.g. Summa Theologiae IaIIae q1 a1 corp. and ad 3; cf. MacDonald 1991:35; Gallagher 
1994:247).  Leibniz, it seems, should be sympathetic to that idea, given that he sometimes 
describes non-rational inclinations as obstacles that we ought to fight and overcome. 
36 The translation is slightly altered to reflect the fact that the French term ‘exacte’ is referring 
back to the preceding sentence (which is the last sentence of T 290).  In that preceding 
paragraph, from which I already quoted above, Leibniz distinguishes between the type of 
spontaneity we must invoke when we need to be exact (“quand il s’agit de s’expliquer 
exactement”)—that is, metaphysical spontaneity, which is the accurate description of reality at 
the most fundamental and real level at which there is no interaction—and the ordinary way of 
speaking according to which the origin of some of our actions is outside of us. 
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Conversation with Steno, then, Leibniz here appears to be equating freedom with a 

particularly elevated or demanding type of spontaneity.37 

One final thing to note is that even though both rational and agent spontaneity come 

in degrees, it is not the case that they differ from one another merely in degree and not 

in kind.  The reason they both come in degrees is that monadic actions are determined 

by an infinity of inclinations.38  Hence, it can happen that external ideal influences play a 

role in my action without taking away my agent spontaneity entirely.  Likewise, non-

rational factors can play roles in my action without taking away my rational spontaneity 

entirely.  In the voluntary actions of human beings, in fact, there are always some non-

rational influences, because we never understand every aspect of the action perfectly 

and thus do not consciously will every aspect of the next state (see letter to Hartsoeker, 

October 30, 1710, G 3:509f.).  Hence, freedom itself comes in degrees for Leibniz.39  

This does not mean, however, that rational spontaneity is simply a high degree of agent 

spontaneity.  Rational spontaneity after all requires the involvement of will and intellect, 

and the involvement of these faculties, or a rational deliberation concerning the best 

course of action and a subsequent volition, either does or does not occur.  As a result 

there is a difference in kind between rational spontaneity and mere agent spontaneity.40  

A monad can possess perfect agent spontaneity without being rationally spontaneous to 

any degree; a perceptual transition of a brute animal, for instance, can be so perfect that 

it is prior to all the corresponding perceptions of other substances in God’s reasoning, 

and yet it would not thereby possess any rational spontaneity. 

                                                
37 He reaffirms this later in the same text, in a passage already quoted (SLT 95/G 7:110f.).  Note 
that Leibniz’s description of freedom as the spontaneity of brute animals “elevated… to a 
higher degree of perfection” does not imply that freedom is merely a high degree of the 
spontaneity found in animals or that the spontaneity of animals is merely a very low degree of 
freedom.  Leibniz in fact makes it clear elsewhere that brute animals lack freedom altogether (e.g. 
in “Commentary on Burnet” §11(e), Murray and Wright 2011:62; similarly in “Dialogue on 
Human Freedom,” AG 112/Gr 362). 
38 This becomes clear, for instance, in the New Essays: “there is a striving towards action—
indeed there is an infinity of them in any subject at any given time” (NE 110; translation altered).  
Cf. M 36, a reply to Bayle (PT 238/WF 105/G 4:550), and a letter to Remond from 1715 (G 
3:657). 
39 See for instance a letter to Bayle 1702, G 3:58f.; “Dialogue on Human Freedom,” AG 112/Gr 
362; NE 175; NE 181; G 4:362/L 388f. 
40 That there is a difference in kind between these two types of spontaneity does not necessarily 
mean, however, that there is a fundamental discontinuity.  As I explain in section 5 and as 
Jorgensen (2009) convincingly argues, differences in kind can arise continuously. 
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It might be objected at this point that rational and agential spontaneity cannot differ 

in kind since for Leibniz, rational or voluntary actions differ from non-rational actions 

merely with respect to the degree of perceptual distinctness.  Even though the 

involvement of will and intellect and the occurrence of a deliberation concerning the 

best course of action may appear to be all-or-nothing, the objection goes, this is 

ultimately misleading because these factors at bottom reduce to a particularly high 

degree of perceptual distinctness.41 

In response, I would like to say two things.  First, and most importantly, even if will, 

intellect, and deliberation can be reduced to degrees of distinctness, it does not follow 

that rational and voluntary actions cannot differ in kind from non-voluntary, non-

rational actions.  As Jorgensen has shown (2009) and as I will explain more fully in 

section 5, Leibniz can view differences in kind, such as the difference between 

conscious and unconscious perceptions, as reducible to a particular degree of 

distinctness.  If that is the correct interpretation of Leibniz’s theory of consciousness, 

conscious states differ from unconscious states in kind, even though consciousness is 

explained in terms of perceptual distinctness.  Moreover, this reducibility would not 

imply that consciousness is not an important category.  The same holds for free, rational, 

and deliberate agency and consequently for rational spontaneity: even if Leibniz 

ultimately wants to reduce this type of agency or self-determination to degrees of 

perceptual distinctness, he can still view it as differing in kind from unfree, non-rational, 

non-deliberate agency and thus from agent-spontaneity.  Likewise, he can still ascribe 

significant importance to this difference.  In fact, it should hardly be controversial that 

the distinctions between free and unfree and between rational and non-rational are of 

the utmost significance in Leibniz’s system.42  One virtue of my interpretation is that it 

allows us to describe these important distinctions in terms of spontaneity and teleology 

and thereby enables us to understand more fully how all of these notions interrelate. 

Second, I do not agree that freedom, voluntariness, and rational spontaneity can be 

reduced to levels of perceptual distinctness.  After all, in addition to a special kind of 

perception—which may or may not be reducible to a degree of distinctness—they also 

                                                
41 I thank an anonymous referee for pointing out the need for a fuller discussion of this 
objection. 
42 These distinctions explain, for instance, the special status of rational monads in the world; see 
e.g. “Système nouveau,” AG 140/G 4:479f.; M 84. 
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require a special kind of appetition.  Possessing an abstract notion of goodness and 

judging in light of this notion that a particular course of action is best is, I contend, 

crucially distinct from possessing an inclination to pursue what one judges to be best.  

In other words, having an intellect and judging that something is best is one thing, 

having a will and striving for what the intellect judges to be best is quite another.  As a 

matter of fact, this fits extremely well with my claim that free agency consists in a 

special type of spontaneity (and, as we will soon see, teleology): a free agent determines 

herself and strives for the good in a way that presupposes, but that nevertheless goes 

beyond, an activity of the intellect.43  If this is correct, voluntariness and rational 

spontaneity are not reducible to some degree of perceptual distinctness; the story has to 

be more complicated than that.  If there is an underlying continuity, this continuity must 

be a continuity of appetitions as well as perceptions.  Unfortunately I cannot discuss the 

intriguing question whether such a reduction is possible in this paper. 

3 A PARALLEL DISTINCTION BETWEEN TYPES OF TELEOLOGY 

So far, I have distinguished three types of spontaneity: (1) metaphysical spontaneity, 

which belongs to all monadic actions, (2) agent spontaneity, which belongs only to 

actions in the strict sense, that is, actions immune from external ideal influences, and (3) 

rational spontaneity, which belongs only to actions that are rational and voluntary.  I will 

now argue that a parallel distinction can be drawn with respect to teleology. 

3.1 GENERAL CONNECTIONS BETWEEN SPONTANEITY AND TELEOLOGY 

First of all, let us take a general look at the relation between spontaneity and 

teleology.44  I argue elsewhere that the most fundamental kind of teleology that Leibniz 

ascribes to all monadic actions is roughly the following: monads are immanently end-

                                                
43 I argue this in much more detail in [removed for purposes of blind review]. 
44 A few other interpreters mention a connection between spontaneity and teleology in Leibniz.  
See for instance Rutherford, who distinguishes two types of spontaneity and teleology, and 
closely associates what he calls agent spontaneity with what he calls desire teleology (2005:169).  
Cf. Murray, who also argues for a more demanding type of Leibnizian spontaneity that can 
distinguish coerced from uncoerced actions; this more demanding type of spontaneity he in turn 
ties to moral necessity, which, he claims, is “intrinsically teleological” (2005:207).  Yet, neither of 
these two interpreters fleshes out the connection between spontaneity and teleology in great 
detail. 
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directed45 in virtue of possessing natures that specify and demand all states that this 

monad will ever have.46  The nature of a monad, which consists in primitive force or in 

a law of the series,47 gives rise to appetitions or strivings for particular actions.  Leibniz 

views all monadic actions as teleological, on my view, because of these appetitions or 

strivings that arise naturally in the monad, dictated by its nature or law of the series.  I 

cannot go into more detail here, but it should be rather plausible that appetitions or 

strivings for particular actions that are demanded by the agent’s nature constitute a type 

of immanent teleology. 

What does this kind of teleology have to do with spontaneity?  Note first of all that 

one can view both spontaneity and immanent teleology as kinds of autonomy: a 

substance is spontaneous when it is itself the source of its actions, rather than being 

determined from the outside.  Likewise, a substance exhibits immanent teleology when 

it acts in accordance with its own ends, that is, when external things are not forcing it to 

act in ways that are not demanded by its natural strivings.  Actions imposed on a 

substance from the outside that are not in accordance with its own ends or strivings, 

after all, would not count as immanent teleology.  Both spontaneity and immanent 

teleology are therefore types of autonomy: they consist in immunity from external 

influence, whether this influence takes the form of efficient causal determination, or of 

what one might call teleological determination, that is, the violent imposition of an 

action contrary to the natural strivings of the agent.  Thus, there is at least one 

important similarity between the two notions. 

Yet, I think there is an even closer connection between spontaneity and teleology: 

there are good reasons for believing that immanent teleology is a necessary condition 

for spontaneous activity on Leibniz’s view, just as it is, for instance, on Thomas 

Aquinas’s.48  After all, as already seen, a substance acts spontaneously when a full 

                                                
45 See Osler 1996:389f.; 2001:152f.; Carriero 2008:118ff. for the distinction between immanent 
and imposed, or natural and violent, end-directedness. 
46 [reference removed for purposes of blind review] 
47 See for instance “Système nouveau,” AG 144/G 4:485; “On Nature Itself” §9, AG 160/G 
4:509; letter to de Volder April 3, 1699, AG 173/Lodge 75f.; letter to Jaquelot, February 9, 1704, 
WF 175/G 3:464; letter to Bernoulli, September 30, 1698, Lodge 13. 
48 Carriero has convincingly argued this (2008); see also Hoffman 2009. 
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explanation or cause of its action can be found within it.49  If anything external to the 

substance has to be invoked in order to explain the action, the substance is not perfectly 

spontaneous.  Moreover, the Principle of Sufficient Reason demands that the full 

explanation include the reason that this particular action occurs, rather than any other 

one.  Thus, the agent must contain something that determines it to this particular action; 

it must in some sense be internally directed or determined toward that particular effect.  

For Leibniz, what determines a substance to a particular action is of course its primitive 

and derivative force, or its nature or law of the series and, as already mentioned, being 

internally directed toward an action in this way plausibly constitutes a kind of immanent 

teleology.  Hence, every spontaneous action must involve immanent teleology: if it were 

not internally directed toward a particular action, the substance would not be able to 

spontaneously produce that action because there would be nothing in the substance to 

explain why this action occurs rather than some other action.  On this interpretation, 

the connection between immanent teleology and spontaneity is very close: the former is 

a necessary condition for the latter. 

Likewise, on the interpretation just sketched, the substantial form or primitive force 

of the agent is simultaneously the source of the agent’s spontaneity and end-

directedness: the substantial form not only prescribes all actions and directs the agent 

toward them, but also spontaneously gives rise to these actions.  The latter may sound 

odd from the Aristotelian perspective, but it is as a matter of fact in line with the way 

many scholastics understood substantial forms.50  Accordingly, the spontaneity and 

                                                
49 Leibniz’s definition implies that true spontaneity, as well as the teleology that this kind of 
spontaneity presupposes, is found only in substances.  After all, bodies do interact for Leibniz, 
and hence one always needs to invoke other bodies in order to explain the changes in one body.  
Even though Leibniz holds that a body’s own elasticity is important for explaining its behavior 
in collisions with other bodies, and that we can hence ascribe some kind of spontaneity to such 
a body, the explanation of the outcome still crucially depends on how other bodies limit its 
internal motion (“On Body and Force,” AG 254/G 4:397; draft of “Système nouveau,” WF 
26/G 4:476; “Primary Truths,” AG 33/C 521).  Hence, only true substances possess real 
spontaneity, and the argument I am describing applies only to them.  In this, I think Leibniz 
would disagree with Hoffman, on whose interpretation even the inertial motion of bodies is 
teleological (2009). 
50 See van Ruler 1995:69: Scholastics ascribe “to the (substantial) form a causal efficacy by which 
it generates the process itself as an internal motor of action.  Natural processes are thereby 
aimed at a perfection not to the form, but by the form—the form being the initiator of motion 
within natural objects.  Natural change is, accordingly, explained by referring to the substantial 
form as the internal cause, or internal motor of the process.  Accordingly, apart from being the 
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teleology of substances are very closely related: having the principle of all of their 

actions within them and possessing substantial forms means both that they act 

spontaneously and that they are internally end-directed. 

3.2 METAPHYSICAL TELEOLOGY 

If we accept that teleology and spontaneity are closely connected in the ways just 

described, it is natural to wonder whether we can distinguish different types of monadic 

teleology, parallel to our three types of spontaneity.  And indeed, I think we can.  On 

my interpretation, all monadic actions are teleological simply in virtue of the role that 

appetitions or strivings play in these actions, or in virtue of the fact that these actions 

are demanded by the agent’s nature.  Hence, there is a rather undemanding and 

ubiquitous type of immanent teleology that corresponds to metaphysical spontaneity; 

we can call it ‘metaphysical teleology’.  Monads always possess this type of teleology 

because they autonomously or naturally strive for all of their states.  No other agent 

ever imposes actions on them violently, or against their natures, in the natural course of 

events; God is the only agent capable of interfering with a creature’s natural end-

directedness, but he never makes use of this ability, except perhaps in extremely rare 

cases of miraculous interventions.51  In the natural course of events, created monads 

always perform the actions toward which they are directed by their natures, that is, the 

actions dictated by their substantial forms or laws of the series. 

                                                                                                                                     
individual instance of a specific nature, the substantial form was also attributed a ‘causal force,’ 
explaining natural teleological action.”  See also Pasnau, who argues that scholastic substantial 
forms have both a metaphysical and a physical aspect: they not only account for substantial 
change and unity, but also produce the substance’s intrinsic properties as internal efficient 
causes (2011:557-565). 
51 In some texts, Leibniz suggests that genuine miracles never occur once the world is created; 
what does happen, however, are events that human beings are unable to predict, but which 
nevertheless arise naturally (see e.g. DM 16; “Necessary and Contingent Truths,” MP 99/C 19).  
In other texts, he at least considers it possible that in addition to the original creation of 
substances, it might take a miracle to elevate monads that are destined to become human beings 
to the level of reason at conception (CD 81; letter to Des Bosses, April 30, 1709, G 2:371/L 
598; T 91; but see T 397, where he says he prefers to think this elevation happens without a 
miracle).  Moreover, he says that the Incarnation involved a genuine miracle (T 249).  It is 
important to note, however, that if miracles do occur, the creaturely states produced by divine 
extraordinary intervention possess neither metaphysical teleology nor metaphysical spontaneity.  
After all, these miraculous states by definition do not arise from the creature’s own depth, and 
they are not demanded by the creature’s nature.  The parallel between spontaneity and teleology 
thus holds even in these cases. 



 23 

3.3 AGENT TELEOLOGY 

Turning now from actions in the broad sense to actions in the stricter sense, I 

contend that agent-spontaneous actions are also teleological in a more demanding sense 

than those that are merely metaphysically spontaneous.  To illustrate, we can again use 

the mosquito example: we already saw that when I feel pain upon being bitten by a 

mosquito, my state is spontaneous in the metaphysical sense but not in the agential 

sense.  Moreover, I possess a natural appetition or striving for the painful state: because 

I produce this state spontaneously, I must be internally directed toward that painful 

sensation; the state is dictated by my nature or law of the series.52  Hence, because my 

natural strivings are the bottom-level metaphysical explanation for the transition to the 

painful state, my transition is an instance of immanent, metaphysical teleology.  Yet, as 

also already seen, we can say that in the ideal sense the mosquito’s nature is the reason 

that I feel this pain, or that the mosquito causes my painful state.  The bite is an 

imperfection for me, after all, but a perfection for the mosquito.  Accordingly, I 

contend, the mosquito’s action is teleological in a more demanding sense than mine: it 

not only acts in accordance with its natural strivings, but also in accordance with a 

perfection of its nature. 

To describe this more demanding type of end-directedness, we can speak of agent 

teleology.  Just as external things can take away my agent spontaneity by exerting an 

ideal influence on me, they can take away my agent teleology by ideally imposing a state 

on me that is an imperfection for me, such as pain.  In doing so, they limit the extent to 

which my perfection-directed strivings succeed.  In the mosquito example, I lack 

immanent teleology in the agential sense because the painful state, while natural, is an 

imperfection of my nature.  The mosquito, on the other hand, possesses agent teleology, 

just as it possesses agent spontaneity, because it is actualizing a perfection of its nature.  

We could even say that my painful sensation occurs for the sake of the mosquito 

                                                
52 See a note on Bayle, in which Leibniz says with respect to an example involving a dog’s soul 
transitioning from pleasure to pain: “The principle of change is in the dog, the disposition of its 
soul moves imperceptibly towards giving it pain” (WF 78/G 4:532).  Cf. PT 236f./WF 
103/G4:546f., where Leibniz discusses the example of an insect bite.  For a much more detailed 
discussion of the type of teleology present in transitions to less perfect monadic states, see 
[reference removed for purposes of blind review]. 
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because, as already seen, Leibniz does want to say that the perfection of the agent 

explains the imperfection of the patient. 

There is some indirect textual support for distinguishing metaphysical from agent 

teleology.  First of all, in a passage already quoted that distinguishes a broad sense from 

a narrower sense of ‘action’, Leibniz defines the latter as “an endeavour towards 

perfection” (NE 210), which indicates that there is a teleological dimension to that 

distinction.  Elsewhere, Leibniz draws another distinction that suggests that there are 

multiple types of teleology, namely a distinction between two senses of ‘natural’: “when 

I say that everything that happens to a substance can be seen to be in some sense 

natural to it, or to be a consequence of its individual nature, I mean the complete nature, 

which includes all that belongs to that individual” (remarks on Lamy, WF 157/G 4:582).  

He fully acknowledges that there is another legitimate sense of ‘natural’ in which some 

things that happen to us are not natural, but rather “accidental or violent” (ibid.).53  

Combined with my view that immanent teleology consists in acting based on natural 

strivings, this acknowledgment indicates that Leibniz should be willing to recognize at 

least two types of teleology: one according to which all actions dictated by the 

“complete nature” of the substance are teleological, and one according to which only 

some of these actions are teleological, namely those that cannot be classified as 

accidental or violent.  Finally, in a passage already quoted, Leibniz says that to the extent 

to which substances are ideally determined from the outside, they are  “proportionally 

obliged to serve external things”  (SLT 94/G 7:110).  This formulation has teleological 

overtones: serving external things is most naturally interpreted as acting for the sake of 

the perfections of external things, rather than one’s own perfections. 

In fact, the actions that are teleological in this more demanding sense are presumably 

exactly the ones that are traditionally viewed as instances of immanent teleology.  After 

all, on the traditional view, creatures lack immanent teleology when their actions do not 

aim at their own perfection.  For Thomists, for instance, all actions that are prescribed 

by a creature’s nature are perfections of its nature, and consequently, all natural actions 

                                                
53 Similarly, Leibniz writes earlier in the same text that there are “degrees of naturalness among 
modifications” and that “the most natural is that which is entirely in conformity with the 
perfection of the nature which produces it” (remarks on Lamy, WF 157/G 4:582).  Accordingly, 
some actions express our nature better than others, namely insofar as they constitute a 
perfection of our nature, rather than an imperfection. 
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aim at this perfection.54  Hence, just as agent spontaneity is a Leibnizian way to capture 

one traditional notion of spontaneity, agent teleology is a Leibnizian way to capture the 

traditional notion of immanent teleology.  To the extent that these traditional notions 

are useful, and to the extent that Leibniz typically likes to find ways to accommodate 

widespread, legitimate ways of speaking, this gives us an additional reason to believe 

that the distinction between metaphysical and agent teleology is thoroughly Leibnizian. 

We should also note that, as in the case of agent spontaneity, agent teleology can be 

applied either to entire organisms, or to individual substances.  An organism, after all, 

can act either for the sake of its own perfection, or for the sake of another creature’s 

perfection; the mosquito example is a good illustration of this, as already shown.55  

Likewise, one monad that belongs to an organism can employ other monads within that 

organism to reach its ends.  In fact, this is a rather helpful way to understand the 

subordination of monads within an organism: the monads that make up my heart serve 

my central monad or soul, and generally, in many cases, the subordinate monads in my 

body serve the perfection of my soul.56 

Finally, it is interesting to note that there appears to be a close connection between 

the notion of agent teleology and Leibniz’s doctrine of striving possibles.  This is the 

doctrine that possibles or essences in some sense strive for existence in proportion to 

their perfection or degree of reality (AG 151/G 7:304), and, because of their 

incompossibility, struggle or compete with one another for existence (T 201).  One 

promising way of understanding the strivings of possibles is in terms of “the degree of 

                                                
54 I argue this at length in [reference removed for purposes of blind review]. 
55 Other cases, for instance my unintentionally and unknowingly stepping on an ant, may seem 
less obvious examples of one organism’s acting for the sake of the perfection of another 
organism.  Yet, insofar as Leibniz wants to generally account for the apparent interaction 
between creatures in terms of the agent’s perfection and the patient’s imperfection, even such 
cases fall under the same description.  When I accidentally crush an ant with my foot, it is a 
perfection of mine that I am able to perform that motion without being significantly impeded 
by the ant’s body.  My foot is pushing the ant’s body out of its way and emerges from the 
encounter unscathed, and the victor.  Hence, even in those cases we can say that the ant’s 
transition to a less perfect state occurs for the sake of my perfection. 
56 I thank Glenn Hartz for pointing out the importance of teleology for understanding this kind 
of monadic subordination; in fact, a good way to describe the unity of organisms is a term Hartz 
coined in one of his articles: “teleological superharmony” (1996:79).  Cf. Carriero, who also 
suggests that the end-directed activity of the dominant monad can unify its organism 
(2008:136f.). 
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attractiveness that they have to a God who is disposed to create a world.”57  Since these 

possibles are, on one standard interpretation, ideas in the divine mind, this is plausibly 

the only way in which they can be said to strive for something.58  Other interpreters 

argue, however, that the striving of possibles ought to be understood quite literally, and 

not merely metaphorically as the weight they carry in divine deliberations (e.g. Shields 

1986; Griffin 2013:52ff.; Wilson 1989:278f.). 

Yet, on either interpretation, the agent teleology and spontaneity present in the actual 

world is simply a correlate of the strivings of possibles before creation.  After all, as seen, 

agent teleology and spontaneity correspond to the order of reasons in God’s mind when 

he decided which world to actualize, which is based on the relative perfection and 

compatibility of the possible substances God considered.  This in turn is precisely what 

the striving of possibles corresponds to, on both interpretations: possibles either carry 

weight in God’s deliberation about what to create in proportion to their reality or 

perfection, or they literally strive for existence and struggle with one another in 

proportion to this reality or perfection.  The struggle of possibles explains, as it were, 

that there exists not only a mosquito whose perfection it is to bite larger animals, but 

also larger animals like me who experience being bitten: the perfection of the mosquito 

took precedence over the perfection of certain possible larger animals that never 

experience being bitten, and hence prevented them from coming into existence, while 

admitting into existence animals that do experience mosquito bites.  In this way, agent 

teleology is a correlate of the struggle of possibles before creation.59 

                                                
57 Blumenfeld 1973:170.  The strongest textual support for Blumenfeld’s reading is a passage 
from T 201, which is particularly interesting for my purposes because Leibniz there describes 
the struggle of possibles as “ideal.”  The most relevant portion of the passage is the following: 
“as soon as God has decreed to create something there is a struggle between all the possibles, all 
of them laying claim to existence, and that those which, being united, produce most reality, 
most perfection, most significance carry the day.  It is true that this struggle can only be ideal, 
that is to say, it can only be a conflict of reasons in the most perfect understanding.” 
58 Of course, they are the ideas or complete concepts of creatures that would, if actualized, 
strive for and spontaneously produce all of their states.  Yet, it would be improper to say that 
the ideas themselves strive for these states, just as it would seem improper to say that they 
produce their own states.  Only substances can truly produce, or strive for, anything. 
59 One indication for this connection is that in M 51, which introduces the notion of ideal 
influence among finite substances, Leibniz refers the reader, among other passages, to T 201, 
which explains the doctrine of striving possibles in terms of an ideal struggle or a conflict of 
reasons in the divine understanding. 
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3.4 RATIONAL TELEOLOGY 

In addition to metaphysical and agent teleology, I contend that we can distinguish an 

even more demanding type of teleology that is present only in voluntary actions and 

that corresponds to what I call rational spontaneity.  This type of teleology differs from 

agent teleology in the following way: such a transition is not only a perfection of the 

agent’s nature, it is the highest perfection a creature can possess.60  After all, in voluntary 

actions, the agent chooses her actions based on her understanding of the good.61  This is 

precisely the way in which divine actions aim at the good, and it is hence the most 

perfect way in which any agent can direct herself to the good.  It is therefore a more 

demanding kind of teleology that corresponds to rational spontaneity and that I will 

therefore call ‘rational teleology’.62   

To illustrate the distinction between ideal and rational teleology, we can once more 

use the mosquito as an example.  When I instinctively and unthinkingly squash a 

mosquito that is biting me, I am actualizing a perfection of my nature.  My action is 

therefore an instance of immanent teleology not only in the metaphysical but also in the 

agential sense.  Yet, when I subsequently choose to disinfect the mosquito bite because 

I believe that this will spare me future discomfort, I am actualizing a much higher 

perfection of my nature: my capacity for rational, free agency.  Hence, that action is an 

instance of rational teleology: I am striving for a state based on my rational judgment 

concerning the good. 

                                                
60 See Critical Thoughts on…Descartes: “The highest perfection of man consists not merely in that 
he acts freely but still more in that he acts with reason. Better, these are the same thing” (G 
4:362/L 388).  Acting in accordance with reason is, of course, also a divine perfection (see e.g. 
CD 67; SLT 98/Gr 481). 
61 See SLT 95/G 7:111: “insofar as we have wisdom and act in accordance with reason, to that 
extent we will be determined by the perfections of our own nature, and consequently we will be 
all the more free as we will have fewer hindrances to our choice.”  Cf. SLT 98/Gr 481; Fifth 
Letter to Clarke §7 (L 697); letter to Bayle 1702, G 3:58f.; Ta 386/G 6:385. 
62 Interestingly, Thomas Aquinas also appears to acknowledge a close parallel between the 
highest type of teleology and the highest type of self-determination when discussing the ways in 
which rational creatures are closer to God than non-rational creatures.  In one passage, from 
which I have already quoted, he points out that “rational appetite is distinguished from that of 
sense… because of a more perfect way of tending” and that it is a divine perfection “to move 
and incline and direct all things while not being moved, inclined, or directed by any other” (De 
Veritate q22 a4 corp.).  Insofar as the rational activity of human beings is not moved, inclined, or 
directed by another, he argues, human beings are closer to God than non-rational creatures 
(ibid.). 
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Again, there is some indirect textual evidence for this distinction.  Leibniz says, for 

instance, “we are free insofar as we are determined to follow the perfection of our 

nature, which is to say, reason” (“Conversation about Freedom and Fate,” SLT 98/Gr 

481), and that “voluntary actions are no less natural to the soul than any others; one can 

even say they are more natural, because in them the soul is exercising a perfection of its 

nature, which is freedom” (remarks on Lamy, WF 154/G 4:579).  Thus, voluntary 

actions are expressions of special perfections of the agent’s nature, arguably the most 

crucial perfections of which creatures are capable: rationality and freedom.  Insofar as 

metaphysical teleology consists in acting in accordance with one’s natural strivings, and 

agent teleology in actualizing a perfection of one’s nature, free actions would seem to be 

teleological in a particularly demanding sense since they are expressions of a very special 

perfection.63 

Another piece of indirect textual evidence for rational teleology are passages in 

which Leibniz appears to equate teleology with voluntariness or freedom, that is, in 

which he appears to say that only free actions are teleological.  One such passage is the 

following: “Confused perceptions are ordered just like the laws of the motions which 

they represent.  The motions of bodies are explained by efficient causes, but in the 

distinct perceptions of the soul, where there is liberty, final causes reappear” (remarks 

on Lamy, WF 166f.).64  This passage is extremely puzzling if one does not acknowledge 

different types of teleology because it seems to directly contradict other passages in 

which Leibniz describes all monadic activity—not just free actions or distinct 

perceptions—as teleological.  My interpretation provides an attractive solution to this 

puzzle: in passages in which Leibniz appears to restrict teleology to voluntary actions, he 

must have in mind what I called rational teleology, which indeed is found only in 

voluntary activity. 

                                                
63 Even though it may initially sound as if rational teleology differs from agent teleology only in 
degree, that is not the case.  The reasons I provided above to argue that rational and agent 
spontaneity differ in kind apply here as well, mutatis mutandis.  Even though freedom comes in 
degrees, there is a sharp distinction between free and unfree actions. 
64  A similar passage occurs in another remark on Lamy, written two years before: “the 
perceptions which express the laws of motion are linked together just like those laws, which 
they express according to the order of efficient causes.  But the order of voluntary perceptions, 
which is that of final causes, is in conformity with the nature of the will” (WF 155/G 4:580). 
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Yet, the main reason that I propose the category of rational teleology is not the 

textual evidence just considered, but rather the fact that what Leibniz says about 

voluntary actions implies that they are teleological in a different sense than non-

voluntary actions.  After all, the teleology at work in voluntary actions is such that the 

agent knows what she is doing and why she is doing it, which is a requirement for moral 

agency (CD 98), and that the agent strives for this action by choice, rather than non-

voluntarily.  In fact, this type of teleology is precisely the type that present-day 

philosophers who are sympathetic to final causation typically consider paradigmatic: an 

intelligent agent’s intentional, deliberate action.  It is very different from the teleology 

Leibniz recognizes in unreflective, instinctive actions.  Animals, lacking reason, are not 

capable of this type of teleology: they cannot deliberate about the best course of action, 

and they do not know what they are doing or why they are doing it.  Instead, they are 

driven entirely by their passions, instincts, and their limited recognition of sources of 

immediate pleasure. 

Another indication that rational teleology differs in kind from agent teleology is that 

Leibniz holds that agents are in control of their strivings when acting voluntarily in a 

way that they are not when acting non-voluntarily.  Like Aquinas, he often describes this 

by saying that they have mastery over their inclinations or actions.65  Such agents can 

choose what actions to strive for, instead of being determined by their insensible, non-

voluntary inclinations:66 because of their rationality, they can knowingly and deliberately 

strive for ends that they recognize as good, rather than blindly—that is, unknowingly—

following the ends set by their natures.  This strongly suggests that there are deep and 

significant differences between the kind of teleology present in voluntary actions and 

the kinds of teleology found in non-voluntary actions. 

The following table summarizes the distinctions for which I have argued. 

 

 

                                                
65 T 34; 326; “Conversation about Freedom and Fate,” SLT 99/Gr 482; NE 196; 188; Aquinas 
says this for instance in De Veritate q22 a5 ad7.  Moreover, Leibniz claims that only free agents 
know why they are striving for something.  This distinguishes free actions from instinctive 
actions, for instance: while both lead us toward the good, only the former arise from an 
understanding of why these actions are good (see CD 98; NE 351; 89). 
66 As Leibniz puts it in the New Essays, a free agent can determine “his thoughts by his own 
choice instead of being determined and swept along by involuntary perceptions” (NE 180). 
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TYPE OF 
SPONTANEITY TYPE OF TELEOLOGY TYPE OF 

MONADIC STATE EXAMPLES 

Metaphysical 
Spontaneity:  

the agent is exempt 
from external 

influences in the 
metaphysical sense 

Metaphysical 
Teleology:  

the agent is acting in 
accordance with its 

natural strivings 

All monadic 
states (actions in 
the loose sense, 
which include 

passions) 

My perception 
of pain upon 

being bitten by a 
mosquito 

Agent Spontaneity: 
the agent is exempt 

from external 
influences both in the 
metaphysical and in 

the ideal sense 

Agent Teleology:  
the agent is acting in 

accordance with 
strivings that are 
perfections of its 

nature 

Active monadic 
states (actions in 
the strict sense, 
which exclude 

passions) 

The mosquito’s 
action of biting 

me 

Rational 
Spontaneity:  

the agent is also 
exempt from non-
rational influences 

Rational Teleology: 
the agent is acting in 
accordance with its 

rational strivings 

Voluntary 
monadic states 

Disinfecting the 
mosquito bite 

 

4 PUTTING THESE DISTINCTIONS TO WORK 

At this point one may of course wonder whether these distinctions are worth 

drawing, even if we can draw them.  Perhaps they merely make matters unnecessarily 

complicated?  I think they help considerably.  Some of the ways in which the 

distinctions are helpful have already come up: they illuminate the ways in which the 

central monad dominates the other monads in an organism, they provide Leibniz with 

notions corresponding to the useful traditional conceptions of teleology and spontaneity, 

and they offer some insight into the sense in which possibles strive for existence.  In 

addition, as also seen, these distinctions clarify the ways in which monads do and do not 

depend on one another.  Saying that monads are independent because they do not 

strictly speaking interact—though correct—is after all only part of the story.  That they 

appear to interact and depend on one another is as mentioned before the very heart of 

Leibniz’s theory of pre-established harmony, and it is crucial to the way we understand 

the world as well as our place in the world.67  The threefold distinctions I have drawn 

                                                
67 After all, we view ourselves as sometimes acting on the world, and sometimes being acted 
upon.  Relatedly, we view ourselves as voluntarily causing some changes, but not others (cf. 
Rutherford 2005:160).  This presumably also has implications for moral responsibility: we are 
morally responsible only for what is in some sense within our voluntary control. 
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allow us to understand and describe the different senses in which there is dependence 

with much greater precision. 

Moreover—and this will be my focus here—the threefold distinctions can solve an 

interpretive puzzle concerning Leibniz’s account of monadic agency.  Leibniz’s doctrine 

that all monadic changes are teleological has struck many interpreters as puzzling, or 

outright implausible.68  This doctrine can easily appear to either anthropomorphize 

simpler substances, or make the claim that human beings act for ends vacuous.  In other 

words, it can appear to portray free, rational actions and other kinds of activity as 

implausibly similar to each other.  One way to deal with this problem is, of course, to 

simply bite the bullet, and say that for Leibniz there are no significant differences 

between different types of activity, at least with respect to teleology.  Yet, I find that 

solution dissatisfying for several reasons.  Most importantly, Leibniz does seem 

committed to extremely significant differences between different types of activity for 

which it is difficult to find a solid foundation if all actions are end-directed and self-

determined in the same way.  He for instance claims that voluntary actions are special in 

that they make the agent susceptible to reward and punishment,69 and that their capacity 

for this kind of activity not only gives human beings mastery over their actions, but also 

makes them godlike.70  He furthermore argues that elevating a non-rational monad to 

the level of reason, and hence giving it the ability for rational activity, requires adding an 

“essential degree of perfection” to it;71 in fact, Leibniz in some texts claims that such an 

elevation cannot happen naturally, but instead requires a divine intervention (CD 81; T 

91).  This suggests that rational activity is radically different from other types of activity.  

                                                
68 See for instance Bennett, who says concerning passages in which Leibniz claims that all 
appetition involves genuine teleology: “I hope that it was a slip of the pen” (2005:140).  See also 
Rutherford, who argues that many monadic actions are teleological only in the sense that they 
are performed for the sake of what God knows to be best (2005:167; 174).  Thus, Rutherford 
ascribes only extrinsic teleology to most monadic actions, presumably because he finds it 
implausible to attribute immanent teleology to all kinds of monadic activity. 
69 He says, e.g., “Both [the light of the intellect and the liberty of the will] is necessary for the 
virtuous and vicious action, i.e. it is necessary that we know and will that which we do” (CD 
98/G 6:453). Cf. Ta 387/G 6:386.  
70 See e.g. CD 97f.; extract from response to Fardella, February 5, 1691, A 2.2.382; Fifth Letter 
to Clarke §7 (L 697); SLT 95/G 7:110f.; DM 36. 
71 See letters to Des Bosses, September 8, 1709, G 2:389f. and April 30, 1709, G 2:371/L 598; cf. 
T 397. 
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Likewise, as already seen, Leibniz does in some contexts describe and rely on a sharp 

distinction between active and passive monadic states. 

My three types of teleology provide a neat solution to this interpretive puzzle.  While 

taking Leibniz at his word when he says that all monadic actions are teleological, my 

interpretation can effortlessly capture the radical distinction between different kinds of 

monadic actions: all monadic actions are teleological in the metaphysical sense, that is, 

the agents are determined to precisely these actions in virtue of their natural appetitions.  

Some monadic actions, namely those based on appetitions that are perfections of the 

monad’s nature, are also agent-teleological: the monad is acting for the sake of its own 

perfection, rather than for the sake of another substance’s perfection.  Finally, monadic 

actions that not only express a perfection of the agent’s nature, but are also chosen 

voluntarily and are thus based on a rational judgment concerning the goodness of this 

action, are instances of rational teleology. 

The three types of spontaneity that I distinguish can likewise help in understanding 

the ways in which different types of monadic actions differ.  As already seen, my 

distinction nicely captures Leibniz’s account of the difference between activity and 

passivity, or between actions in the strict sense and actions in the loose sense, as well as 

his account of free agency as rational or voluntary self-determination.  The twofold 

distinction drawn by other interpreters is insufficient because it allows us to distinguish 

only two types of monadic activity. 

5 THE PRINCIPLE OF CONTINUITY 

One worry about my interpretation might be that it appears to violate the Principle 

of Continuity.  This principle, which Leibniz calls an axiom governing nature (letter to 

Bernoulli, September 30, 1698, Lodge 11), states that everything in nature is continuous.  

He uses this principle in at least two ways:72 (a) to argue that all natural changes must be 

continuous,73 and (b) to argue that there must be continuity among the creatures God 

                                                
72 For a more detailed discussion of the different types of continuity that Leibniz invokes, see 
Jorgensen 2009:226ff.; cf. Simmons 2001:45. 
73 See e.g. M 13; NE 56; 58; 473; “On Body and Force,” AG 255/G 4:399; letter to Queen 
Sophie Charlotte, May 8, 1704, WF 222/G 3:345; letter to de Volder April 3, 1699, Lodge 69-71. 
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has created.74  On both usages, the principle can be interpreted as demanding that the 

difference between different types of actions be reducible to some underlying 

continuous feature.75  After all, the principle arguably demands continuity between 

creatures that can engage in one of the higher types of action and those that cannot, as 

well as continuity within a creature as it transitions naturally from one type of activity to 

another.  For precisely these types of considerations, some interpreters hold that even 

though Leibniz does sometimes talk as if there were sharp divisions between different 

types of actions, or between different types of creatures that are capable of these kinds 

of actions, he may not ultimately be entitled to such sharp distinctions.76 

Yet, it is not clear to me that my interpretation is in tension with the Principle of 

Continuity, or at least, that my interpretation fares worse with respect to this principle 

than others do.  The first thing to note is that the principle does not, on any plausible 

interpretation, rule out the existence of all sharp divisions.  Leibniz as a matter of fact 

rather explicitly acknowledges that while some monads possess rationality, 

consciousness, sensation, memory, freedom, and reflection (to name just a few), others 

lack these altogether.77  Moreover, even the monads that are capable of reasoning, 

sensation, and consciousness do not reason, sense, or are conscious at all times.  On 

one influential interpretation, the existence of such sharp differences does not have to 

violate the Principle of Continuity because transitions in kind can occur continuously 

(Jorgensen 2009).  For example—to use an analogy from geometry of which Leibniz is 

particularly fond—the sharp distinctions between different conic sections, such as 

                                                
74 See e.g. NE 71f.; 307; “Considerations on Vital Principles,” L 588/G 6:543; letter to de 
Volder, June 30, 1704, Lodge 307; letter to Lady Masham, May 1704, WF 204ff./G 3:339f.; 
letter to Queen Sophie Charlotte, May 8, 1704, WF 221/G 3:343f. 
75 I thank Tad Schmaltz for pointing out the importance of discussing continuity of the first 
type in this context. 
76 See e.g. Rutherford 1995b:143: “While a variety of pressures push Leibniz in the direction of 
claiming that there are sharp divisions to be drawn between simple monads and animals souls, 
on the one hand, and animals souls and rational minds, on the other, it is doubtful whether his 
metaphysics can support such divisions.”  Cf. Jorgensen, Forthcoming. 
77 He says this about reflection and consciousness in “Considerations on Vital Principles,” L 
588/G 6:543, about freedom and the ability to reason and choose in “Dialogue on Human 
Freedom,” AG 112/Gr 362 as well as in an undated letter to Jaquelot, WF 198/G 6:569, about 
reasoning and reflection in a draft of the “Système Nouveau,” WF 25/G 4:475 as well as in a 
letter to Electress Sophie, February 6, 1706, SLT 84/G 7:568f.; cf. M 30; NE 139, and finally 
about sensation and memory in “Principles of Nature and Grace” §4, in M 19, and in a letter to 
Wagner, June 4, 1710, G 7:529/Wiener 504f. 
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between an ellipse and a parabola, do not violate the Principle of Continuity because the 

transition from an ellipse to a parabola consists in a dense series of infinitely many 

ellipses whose foci are increasingly distant (see Jorgensen 2009:233).  Even though 

something either is or is not a parabola, the transition between an ellipse and a parabola 

occurs continuously.  Jorgensen suggests that the sharp distinction between conscious 

and unconscious monadic perceptions is likewise compatible with a continuous 

transition (2009:241f.). 

Nothing I say in this paper implies that a similar solution is unavailable for the 

different types of actions I distinguish.  In fact, as seen, the distinction between actions 

that possess only metaphysical spontaneity and teleology and those that are spontaneous 

and teleological in the agential sense may ultimately reduce to degrees of perfection.  

There is no reason to suppose, then, that this distinction introduces an unbridgeable gap 

at the fundamental level.  The distinction between mere agent spontaneity and teleology 

on the one hand and rational spontaneity and teleology on the other hand is less 

obviously reducible to an underlying continuity.  It does, after all, depend on the 

involvement of the faculties of intellect and will, and on the occurrence of a deliberation.  

These, in turn, may not seem like straightforward candidates for a reduction to an 

underlying continuous change, even though my interpretation does not presuppose that 

there is no such reduction.  Yet, this is not a special problem for my interpretation.  Any 

interpretation of which I am aware acknowledges that only some monads possess 

intellects, wills, and the capacity to deliberate,78 as well as that these monads reason, will, 

and deliberate only sometimes.  Hence, the Principle of Continuity is no more of an 

obstacle to my interpretation than it is to others. 

Another factor that weakens criticisms of my interpretation based on the Principle of 

Continuity is that it is far from obvious how to correctly interpret this principle; it is not 

at all clear that a very demanding version of the principle—such as the one put forward 

by Jorgensen (2009)79—is something Leibniz consistently endorses.  At least one of the 

                                                
78 It would in fact be difficult to deny this since Leibniz explicitly states it in several places.  See 
e.g. the New Essays: “If we distinguish man from beast by the faculty of reason, there is no 
intermediate case: the animal in question must either have it or not have it” (NE 394). 
79 Goad and Goodin, who endorse a similarly demanding version of the principle, describe it as 
follows: the principle “requires that all distinctions, whether between beings, species, or places, 
and whether concerning motions, changes, or states of being, involve a continuum consisting of 
infinite gradations” (1997:132f.; similarly Crockett 1999:135).  The most explicit evidence that 
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passages in which Leibniz discusses the Principle of Continuity contains an intriguing 

hint at ways in which the principle’s application could be limited: “The Law of Continuity 

states that nature leaves no gaps in the orderings which she follows, but not every form 

or species belongs to each ordering” (NE 307).  This last clause gives us a lot of leeway: 

we could say, for instance, that there is continuity among all actions that are instances of 

rational teleology, but that there need not be continuity between these actions and 

actions that are not instances of rational teleology because they belong to different 

orderings.  In any case, as already seen, the principles does not seem especially 

problematic for my interpretation, since others are similarly committed to a distinction 

in kind between rational and non-rational actions, as well as between rational and non-

rational creatures. 

6 CONCLUSION 

I conclude that there are excellent reasons for attributing to Leibniz a distinction 

between three types of spontaneity and three corresponding types of teleology.  First, 

there is an undemanding type of teleology and spontaneity that is found in all monadic 

actions because the agents are by their natures directed toward these actions, and 

because the agents are the sole causes or bottom-level explanations of these actions.  I 

call these types metaphysical teleology and metaphysical spontaneity.  Next, there is a 

more demanding type of spontaneity and teleology that is present in monadic actions 

insofar as these actions are also free from external ideal influence, that is, insofar as a 

perfection of the agent’s nature demands and explains the action.  Because this is 

Leibniz’s way of capturing the sense in which finite things can act on others, I label 

these types agent teleology and agent spontaneity.  The most demanding type of 

spontaneity and teleology is exclusive to voluntary activity and is present to the extent 

that the action is immune from the influence of non-rational inclinations.  In these 

actions, the agent determines herself to act in accordance with the judgment of her 

intellect.  Hence, I call these types rational teleology and rational spontaneity.  These 

distinctions throw light on several otherwise puzzling Leibnizian doctrines.  In 
                                                                                                                                     
Leibniz held this version of the principle is, to the best of my knowledge, a letter to Varignon 
from 1702 (in Hauptschriften zur Grundlegung der Philosophie, ed. Cassirer, II 558; also in Wiener 
186f.).  Yet, Wilson has raised some worries regarding the authenticity of this letter (1994:246ff., 
but cf. Carlin 2000:133n7).  
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particular, they promise to reveal the power and plausibility of a Leibnizian account of 

action as teleological and spontaneous in a way that is neither vacuous nor 

anthropomorphic. 
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