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Reviewed by Mogens Lærke, University of Aberdeen

aul Rateau’s book on the foundations and elaboration of the Theodicy is an
impressive piece of work which constitutes a major contribution to Leibniz
research. It will become passage obligé for anyone who wishes to write in a
scholarly manner about Leibniz’s theodicy, doctrine of natural right, universal
jurisprudence and natural theology. It contains a wealth of detailed and precise
analyses of countless well-known and unknown texts by Leibniz and touches on
more philosophical subjects and points of doctrine than it would be possible to
account for within the framework of a mere review. What is remarkable about
Rateau’s magnum opus however, is not simply the volume of research it contains,
but also the fact that the author manages admirably to stitch together an incredible
amount of information in such a way that the reader, when arriving at the last page,
has a sense of the unity of Leibniz’s entire project, but also of all its complexities
and tensions.
***
As Michel Fichant points out in his preface, the Essais de théodicée, the only big
book Leibniz published in his own lifetime, “has never been studied for itself,” but
has until now rather constituted a “store of quotations that were used to complete or
illustrate the doctrinal analyses.”1 Rateau himself writes in his introduction: “The
specificity of the text from 1710 and the genesis of it have not really been accounted
for.”2 Apart from Gaston Grua’s groundbreaking but today somewhat dated work
from the 1950s,3 there exists no extensive study which focuses exclusively on
Leibniz’s theodicy. With Rateau’s book, we now have available a systematic
study of this central part of Leibniz’s doctrine and of the intellectual development
that lead to the conception of the Gottrechtslehre presented to the public in the
Essais. Rateau’s book is organized into three parts: (1) A study of Leibniz’s various
“justifications of God” anterior to the theodicy, providing detailed analyses of texts
and projects such as the Confessio naturae contra atheistas, the Demonstrationes
catholicae, the Von der Allmacht, the Confessio philosophi, etc. (2) A study of the
systemic and polemical background for the elaboration of theodicy-project in the
years around 1700, from the time when the term first appeared in Leibniz’s texts
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in the mid-1690s to the conversations with Sophie Charlotte that prompted Leibniz
to write the Essais.4 (3) A study of the doctrine contained in the Essais.5
Rateau’s study is governed by an operative distinction between, on the one
hand, the theodicy as a broad project (the “Theodicy” with a capital “T”) which
comprises a set of interrelated problems that preoccupied Leibniz with from very
early on, and, on the other hand, the theodicy considered more narrowly as a book
(the Essais) which was published in 1710. Rateau’s ambition is to understand
how the project developed into the book without simply reducing the project to
the book. On this point, he chastises mainly Gaston Grua for having ignored the
genuine developmental aspects of Leibniz’s doctrine and for having interpreted
all early attempts to justify God simply as unfinished sketches leading up to the
final, published result.6 In order to avoid such “flattening” of the developmental
story, Rateau attempts to show that, even though the origins of the Essais can be
traced back to the early texts, the elaboration of the project throughout Leibniz’s
career involves ruptures, discontinuities and doctrinal hiatuses. For example,
Rateau shows how, in the program for a Theodicy announced in the mid-1690s,
in the actual Essais from 1710, and in Leibniz’s discussions of the Essais in later
correspondence, the term “theodicy” does not mean exactly the same,7 sometimes
being the mere title of a book or a subject-matter, sometimes referring to a complex
philosophical problem, and sometimes designating a sort of science.8
As Fichant explains, Rateau’s book elucidates “both the internal evolution and
the logical structure” of Leibniz’s theodicy.9 From a methodological point of view,
it represents a sort of hybrid between a structural approach similar to Martial
Gueroult’s combined with the genetic sensibility of developmental interpretations
such as those found in Michel Fichant’s own recent studies of the Discours de
métaphysique and La Monadologie.10 Such a hybrid methodology is not easily
formulated and even less easily implemented. The difficulties involved can be easily
illustrated by means of the two following statements drawn from the book:
[1] Under its different names and different forms […] the project of a Theodicy
is old and constant, since Leibniz connects it to questions that he was already
preoccupied by when he was a student at the University of Leipzig.11
[2] […] to speak of an old project of a Theodicy is ambiguous and misleading.
In fact, it is to go in the direction of an invariable “system” whose tenets,
discovered very early on, had simply been developed according to the
subject under consideration, and presented in different ways according to
the circumstances and the different correspondents the author wanted to
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please.12
On the face of it, these two statements appear blatantly contradictory. Rateau is of
course completely aware of this. Indeed, his entire methodological project consists
in trying to overcome that contradiction. I am not convinced that he succeeds
entirely. The question is: Should he be blamed for this? I think not. For one should
ask, on the one hand, whether anybody really has overcome this methodological
obstacle yet and, on the other hand, whether it is methodologically responsible to
continue to simply ignore it. I believe the answer to both questions is “no”, and
regardless of whether Rateau completely resolves these problems, he has the merit
of looking right at them. At any rate, his methodological awareness is one of the
main strengths of his work and, to my mind, his attempt to bridge the gap between
these two types of approach—the structural and the genetic, which are normally seen
as irreconcilable if not directly opposed—constitutes one of the most innovative
and stimulating aspects of his study.
***
Let us first consider the structural dimension. Leibniz’s motto was, as everyone
knows, theoria cum praxis. This motto applies very well to the Theodicy, since the
project as a whole serves two purposes, a theoretical and a practical one.13
From the practical point of view it includes “a doctrine of human liberty and an
ethics for action” (p. 28) as indicated by the subtitle of Leibniz’s book (sur la bonté
de Dieu, la liberté de l’homme et l’origine du mal). Leibniz’s goal was to formulate
a meaningful ethics of human action within the framework of a strict providential
determinism while avoiding the pitfalls of quietism (the logon aergon, or “lazy
reason”) and fatalism in its various forms (the fatum stoicum, fatum mahometatum,
and fatum spinozanum). The practical attitude fostered by this Christian ethics of
action is what Leibniz in the preface to the Essais terms the fatum christianum. It
involves, on the one hand, not to rebel but to live content with the place one has
been assigned in the best of all possible worlds. On the other hand, it involves
actively seeking to execute the presumptive will of God.14
Theoretically, the theodicy-project eventually develops into what Leibniz speaks
of as a “certain kind of science” (quasi scientiae genus), namely a “doctrine of the
justice (that is the wisdom together with the goodness) of God.”15 Rateau stresses
the importance of the term quasi in this characterization, and on the ambiguity it
expresses concerning the demonstrative value of the arguments included in the
Essais. Thus, if “the Theodicy undeniably retains the apologetic ambition of the
Demonstrationes catholicae,”16 the certitude of the demonstrations included in the
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Essais is moral rather than absolute.17
The theodicean “quasi-science” aims at unveiling the rational principles that
govern divine providence and at providing a theologically tenable justification
of the fact that God permits the existence of evil. This doctrine pro justitia Dei
comprises a type of hermeneutics, a veritable ars interpretandi, in the sense that
it elaborates a rationalist interpretation of what evil means, or what evil events
are signs of. Leibniz attempts to show that evil is a sign of God’s wisdom without
being a sign of his will, and thus to defend the apparently paradoxical notion that
evil does not exist in spite of God’s perfection but because God is all-perfect,
since its absence would be a sign of divine imperfection.18 This does not mean that
Leibniz wishes to cancel the existence of evil. Since Voltaire, Leibniz’s Theodicy
has been depicted as the summum of theologico-philosophical “optimism.” This is
quite mistaken, Rateau argues: “The Theodicy is not an exhortation to optimism.
It is a treatise about God.”19 The theodicy is in certain sense everything except
optimist since it does not state that evil does not exist and does not occur (all
things considered, in this the best of all possible worlds…). Quite to the contrary,
the Theodicy explains the fact that evil does occur. It is a book written with the
lucid pessimism of philosopher with a Lutheran background: “[…] it cannot be
denied that in the world there is physical evil (i.e. suffering) and moral evil (i.e.
crime),” as Leibniz writes in the Discours préliminaire.20 Hence, the Theodicy does
not so much justify the existence of evil (by explaining that it is in fact good), but
justifies the fact that God permits the existence of evil (which remains something
bad). Nonetheless, it was important for Leibniz to argue against Luther that God is
the author of evil,21 since such a theology seems to turn the existence of evil into
some inexplicable theological scandal. For Leibniz, Rateau writes, “evil does not
represent the unjustifiable, the irrational, the scandal which will make theology
and philosophy fail definitively.”22 Instead, Leibniz undertakes the conception of
a “rational jurisprudence” capable of accounting for the divine reasons behind
the existence of evil but without making God responsible for them.23 The basic
theoretical problem around which Leibniz’s theodicy-project turns can thus be
formulated as follows: How can the fact that evil does exist be rationally justified
within Christian theology? Leibniz himself puts it more succinctly in the § 20 of
the Essais: “Si Deus est, unde malum?”24
The Theodicy-project is elaborated under two basic systemic conditions.25 The first
is the conformity of faith and reason. Leibniz argues for this point in the “Discours
préliminaire” which precedes the Essais de theodicée proper. In order to rationally
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explain divine action without submitting theology to philosophy or vice versa,
Leibniz needs to steer in between the fideist trap of denying human reason access
to the council of God (like, for example, in Pierre-Daniel Huet or Pierre Bayle)
and the rationalist temptation to reduce faith to philosophical certainty (like in
Lodewijk Meyer and other “rational theologians”), while still avoiding the heretical
option of the “theory of double truth” defended by the Padouan Averroists (such
as Contarini, Pomponazzi, etc.).26 In order to attain that goal, Leibniz develops a
theological epistemology designed to account for both the non-contradiction and the
irreducibility of the domains of faith and reason, while still allowing for them to be
mutually elucidating.27 Rateau studies in detail important elements of this complex
epistemology, including Leibniz’s various argumentative strategies for defending
the Christian mysteries, aspects of his logic of presumptions an probabilities, and
the importance of analogical reasoning.28
The second systemic condition of the Theodicy is the strict univocity of the
concepts of human and divine justice. For Leibniz, it is through the consideration
of the principles of human law that we can deduce the principles of divine justice.
The divine principles of action are only accessible to reason to the extent that
there is conceptual continuity from the (human) juridical law to the (divine)
metaphysical law.29 This continuity is ascertained through the concept of justice,
more precisely through Leibniz’s contention that “the just” is always said in the
same sense, whether we attribute it to God or to man. As Leibniz puts it: “natural
jurisprudence (to the extent that it is demonstrable) and every other truth is the same
in heaven and on earth.”30 In this connection, Rateau also stresses the importance
of Leibniz’s conception of justice as a form of love—a conception which goes
back to the Elementa juris naturalis from the early 1670s—for the elaboration of
the theodicean argument.31 This should not come as surprise to anyone familiar
with the work of Patrick Riley and the emphasis that he has put on the notion of
caritas sapientis for Leibniz’s universal jurisprudence.32 However, as Rateau shows,
it is not simply that justice is a form of informed brotherly love. In fact, Leibniz
develops a complex system comprising several levels and forms of justice all of
which corresponds to different types of love.
***
Let us now turn to the second dimension of Rateau’s methodology, i.e. what I called
above his genetic sensibility. It involves, among other things, the following: First,
that Rateau is very suspicious about Leibniz’s own retrospective dramatizations
of his philosophical career.33 For example, Leibniz very often presents his own
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intellectual evolution as the continuous unfolding of a single system, whereas an
accurate reconstruction of this evolution unveils important shifts and discontinuities.
Second, it involves awareness of how treacherous it can be to isolate some idea
in Leibniz and pronounce it constant, basic or fundamental, without considering
the fact that transformations of the systemic context within which this idea is
made operative can completely overturn the signification of it and bestow on this
seemingly “old” idea an entirely different meaning than the original one.34
A good example of Rateau’s genetic methodology can be found in his interpretation
of the Confessio philosophi. This text is frequently described as Leibniz’s “first
theodicy,” as a “proto-theodicy,” etc.35 To be sure, the text from 1672-73 deals with
issues similar to ones treated in the Essais. Nonetheless, the systemic context of
the Confessio philosophi is substantially different from that of the book written
some forty years later.36 So how does Rateau approach this text?
First, he turns to the relevant texts written before the Confessio, in particular
the Nova methodus discendae docendaeque Jurisprudentiae,37 the Elementa juris
naturalis,38 and the Von der Allmacht.39 Rateau criticizes the interpretation given by
André Robinet in Le Meilleur des mondes par la balance de l’Europe. According
to Robinet, the early development of Leibniz’s theory of universal jurisprudence
can be reconstructed according to three distinct “architectonics” each governed by
a particular conception of the order of priority among the divine faculties: First,
an “archaic” voluntarist conception of divine law (1663-1670), where the exercise
of divine power determines the divine understanding. Second, a period of crisis
(around 1671-73). Third, a decidedly anti-voluntarist mature position, where the
divine understanding determines the exercise of divine power (firmly established
after 1680).40 Rateau objects decisively to the idea that the young Leibniz for a
period subscribed to a voluntarist conception of divine action similar to the one
defended by Plato’s Thrasymachos in the Republic and later revived by Hobbes,
according to whom justus est potentiori utile). This does not imply however, that
Rateau attributes anything like the mature anti-voluntarist position to the young
Leibniz. Quite to the contrary, Rateau argues that Leibniz, in the early 1670s, was
not inclining towards voluntarism but rather towards a type of necessitarianism:
“Not voluntarism, but Spinozist or Stratonian determinism.”41
This thesis concerning the young Leibniz’s necessitarianism forms the background
for Rateau’s close reading of the Confessio philosophi. The distinction between a
God that chooses good but permits evil that governs the argument in the Confessio,
is inseparable from the question concerning the order of priority among the divine
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faculties. Thus, evil is something whose origin is only in God’s intellect, and not in
God’s will. It occurs because God exists, not because he wills it.42 This argument
allows Leibniz to deny God’s authorship of sin, since, as he writes, “to be the
author is by one’s will to be the ground of something.”43 Moreover, it allows him
to maintain that if sins did not exist, neither would God: “[…] it follows that were
this series of things, sins included, taken away or changed, God would be taken
away or changed […].”44 This is already an important result for Leibniz, since
it provides an explanation of why God should not be held responsible for the
existence of evil.
However, the mature thesis where God’s willing the best world is a genuine choice
of the best—a choice which requires a strong notion of contingency grounded in
God’s conception of all possible worlds—is not yet clearly formulated. According
to Rateau, this implies that, in the Confessio, Leibniz does not succeed in avoiding
necessitarianism, but embraces a position that he later deemed too close to
Spinozism.45 In the mature Leibniz, the epistemological problem concerning the
hierarchy of the divine faculties will be recast as a question of modal ontology: “[…]
two considerations will lead Leibniz to move away from the necessitarian thesis:
the increasingly important role granted to the concept of the possible, and above
all the concern to avoid a justification of God that makes sin necessary.”46 Thus, in
the text where we find the very first occurrence of the term “theodicy,” namely in
a letter to Étienne Chauvin in mid-1696, Leibniz speaks of “my theodicies on the
source of evil and the difference between the necessary and the contingent.”47
Rateau’s analysis of the two existing versions of the Confessio philosophi provides
a very concise genetic analysis of exactly how and when this shift in Leibniz’s
thinking about possibility and divine choice took place. As is well known, there exist
two versions of this text: one original manuscript, written around 1672-1673, which
was presented to Arnauld in Paris; and a second manuscript from around 1677-1678,
which contains a set of comments by Nicolas Steno as well as Leibniz’s replies to
these comments. As Rateau points out “it would be incorrect however, to think that
the opinions that Leibniz endorses here remain unchanged until the beginning of
1678. On the contrary, the study of the texts from the time of the De summa rerum
(1676) shows incontestable evolutions.”48 Rateau convincingly shows how, in his
replies to Steno, Leibniz recasts his original account from 1672-73 to make it fit a
newly developed modal philosophy, where the notion of possibility has acquired
a more robust ontological status. Thus, in the primitive version of the Confessio,
Rateau argues, we find a “weak” or “logical” notion of possibility “which serves
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to designate everything which has not been chosen and which could not have been
(since it is less perfect and less reasonable) rather than to show the contingency of
the world (as it will be in the “strong” conception).”49 The later, strong conception
of possibility, on the contrary, involves more emphasis on the ontological status
of possibility as something that “really exists in the understanding.”50 This strong
conception of possible can be observed in Leibniz’s explanations to Steno in the
second manuscript of the Confessio from 1678.51
***
Rateau’s structural-genetic way of reconstructing the Theodicy is very efficient.
It does, however, come with a price. Above all, it obliges the author to tone down
the polemical and dialogical aspects of the Essais’ elaboration and of Leibniz’s
philosophy as a whole (much stressed by Marcelo Dascal in recent years52). As Rateau
points out, the immediate polemical context of the Theodicy is double. The first is
Leibniz’s exchanges with John Toland around 1701-1702, in particular Leibniz’s
reflections on Toland’s Christianity not Mysterious (1697).53 The second and more
explicit polemical context is Leibniz’s discussions with Pierre Bayle concerning
the Dictionnaire historique et critique (1697, 17022).54 Many commentators have
seen this last dialogue as the focal point of the Essais de theodicée, in the same
way as the Nouveaux essais sur l’entendement humain constitute a sort of dialogue
with Locke. According to Rateau however, it is reductive to read the Essais only
within its polemical context:
Leibniz seems to have tried deliberately to tone down the reference (albeit it
is clearly assumed) to this author [i.e. Bayle] as his work progresses. What is
at stake goes beyond the particular controversy, and the theoretical exposition
tends to overtake the polemical response.55
For that reason, “the controversy provoked by Bayle’s writings cannot be taken
as the cause (not even “occasional”) of the writing of the Essais.”56 In fact, as
Rateau points out, at the time when the term “theodicy” first occurred in Leibniz’s
vocabulary, it corresponded to the ambition of writing an apology for God according
to the mathematical method. Hence a fragment from 1695-97 published by Grua,
which has the following title: “Par Guillaume Pacidius. THEODICY or Catholic
demonstrations in favor of divine justice, according to the certitude of mathematical
form [ad Mathematicam certitudinem formam].”57 It is not sure that Leibniz ever
abandoned that ambition even though the Essais hardly look like a mathematical
treatise.58 For, as Leibniz writes, “I write nothing in philosophy that I do not treat by
means of definitions and axioms, although I do not always give it this mathematical
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look which puts people off, for one must speak in familiar ways in order to be
read by ordinary people.”59 From this view point, it is possible to argue that the
“dialogical” form in which Leibniz finally chose to present his theodician argument
was simply a rhetorically more efficient and popular way to get the message through
than a treatise explicitly organized in the form of demonstration. This however, is
not exactly what Rateau maintains. As already mentioned above, he is careful not
to overstate the demonstrative, i.e. “scientific”, value of the theodicean argument.
Ever since the conception of the Demonstrationes catholicae, Leibniz ambitioned an
apologetic work containing demonstrations equaling those of mathematics. It is clear
however, that, in spite of Leibniz’s original ambitions for the project, the Essais do
not correspond to the fulfillment of this task. Most of the argumentative strategies
developed in the Discours préliminaire rely on an “art of controversies” rather than
on forms of reasoning comparable to mathematical “calculation”. Rateau clearly
recognizes this.60 But regardless of his sensibility to Leibniz’s meta-theoretical
reflections on the controversialist nature of his apologetics, Rateau is still leaning
towards an interpretation of the Essais as a whole where the actual dialogical
aspects are toned down and the demonstrative element is given a more prominent
position. On this point, he is trying to counterbalance a prevalent reading according
to which the Essais are only a response to Pierre Bayle.61 I agree that one should
not diminish the scope of Leibniz’s project and see the controversy with Bayle as
the sole background for the Essais. Still, I do not think that the importance of the
actual polemical context can be reduced to such an extent. Refuting Pierre Bayle
and the particular form of moderate skepticism that the philosopher from Rotterdam
represents may not be the sole objective of Leibniz’s book, but it still constitutes
at least an important aspect of it. Indeed, Leibniz himself describes his book as a
dissertatio Antibayliana62 and as an opusculum contra Baylium.63 Moreover, central
parts of Leibniz’s discussions of other authors than Bayle in the Essais (such as, for
example, Leibniz’s critique of Spinoza and the fatum spinozanum) are to a large
extent governed by Leibniz’s efforts to improve or correct Bayle’s readings and
objections to these same authors.64
***
The Essais de théodicée are a philosophical and theological masterpiece that had
enormous impact on seventeenth and eighteenth century philosophy and on the
Enlightenment as a whole. It made of Leibniz one of the most important apologista
divinae veritatis of early modern rationalism, surpassed only by Malebranche.65 It
also made of him one of the most important representatives of what Jonathan Israel
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calls the “moderate Enlightenment,” equaled maybe only by Locke. It is thus not
only because of the upcoming 300 year anniversary of the Essais’ publication that
there was need for renewed, comprehensive study of this book, taking into account
the most recent developments of the Leibniz Edition. Paul Rateau’s La Question du
mal. Fondements et elaboration de la Théodicée provides exactly this.
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