
Leibniz on Divine Creation

1. God Knows Every Possible World

Leibniz says that the mind of God contains mental representations (ideas) of all possible
worlds.  These are alternate universes, other ways our universe could have been or might
be.  There are infinitely many other possible universes (that is, worlds).  Leibniz
describes how the mind of God contains these possible universes in his book Theodicy,
sections 414-417.  The description is put in the form of a story: the priest Theodorus
travels to Athens, where he visits the temple of Pallas Athena, the goddess of wisdom and
war, who is the daughter of Zeus.  The “Place of the Fates” is the memory of the divine
mind of Zeus (who stands in for God here).  Leibniz describes it like this:

414. Theodorus journeyed to Athens: he was bidden to lie down to sleep in the
temple of the Goddess. Dreaming, he found himself transported into an unknown
country. There stood a palace of unimaginable splendour and prodigious size. The
Goddess Pallas appeared at the gate, surrounded by rays of dazzling majesty.  She
touched the face of Theodorus with an olive-branch, which she was holding in her
hand. And lo! he had become able to confront the divine radiancy of the daughter
of Jupiter, and of all that she should show him. Jupiter who loves you (she said to
him) has commended you to me to be instructed. You see here the palace of the
fates, where I keep watch and ward. Here are representations not only of that
which happens but also of all that which is possible. Jupiter, having surveyed
them before the beginning of the existing world, classified the possibilities into
worlds, and chose the best of all. He comes sometimes to visit these places, to
enjoy the pleasure of recapitulating things and of renewing his own choice, which
cannot fail to please him. I have only to speak, and we shall see a whole world
that my father might have produced, wherein will be represented anything that
can be asked of him; and in this way one may know also what would happen if
any particular possibility should attain unto existence. And whenever the
conditions are not determinate enough, there will be as many such worlds
differing from one another as one shall wish, which will answer differently the
same question, in as many ways as possible. You learnt geometry in your youth,
like all well-instructed Greeks. You know therefore that when the conditions of a
required point do not sufficiently determine it, and there is an infinite number of
them, they all fall into what the geometricians call a locus, and this locus at least
(which is often a line) will be determinate. Thus you can picture to yourself an
ordered succession of worlds, which shall contain each and every one the case
that is in question, and shall vary its circumstances and its consequences. But if
you put a case that differs from the actual world only in one single definite thing
and in its results, a certain one of those determinate worlds will answer you.
These worlds are all here, that is, in ideas. I will show you some, wherein shall be
found, not absolutely the same Sextus as you have seen (that is not possible, he
carries with him always that which he shall be) but several Sextuses resembling
him, possessing all that you know already of the true Sextus, but not all that is
already in him imperceptibly, nor in consequence all that shall yet happen to him.



You will find in one world a very happy and noble Sextus, in another a Sextus
content with a mediocre state, a Sextus, indeed, of every kind and endless
diversity of forms.

415. Thereupon the Goddess led Theodorus into one of the halls of the palace:
when he was within, it was no longer a hall, it was a world.  At the command of
Pallas there came within view Dodona with the temple of Jupiter, and Sextus
issuing thence; he could be heard saying that he would obey the God. And lo! he
goes to a city lying between two seas, resembling Corinth. He buys there a small
garden; cultivating it, he finds a treasure; he becomes a rich man, enjoying
affection and esteem; he dies at a great age, beloved of the whole city. Theodorus
saw the whole life of Sextus as at one glance, and as in a stage presentation. There
was a great volume of writings in this hall: Theodorus could not refrain from
asking what that meant. It is the history of this world which we are now visiting,
the Goddess told him; it is the book of its fates. You have seen a number on the
forehead of Sextus. Look in this book for the place which it indicates. Theodorus
looked for it, and found there the history of Sextus in a form more ample than the
outline he had seen. Put your finger on any line you please, Pallas said to him, and
you will see represented actually in all its detail that which the line broadly
indicates. He obeyed, and he saw coming into view all the characteristics of a
portion of the life of that Sextus. They passed into another hall, and lo! another
world, another Sextus. who, issuing from the temple, and having resolved to obey
Jupiter, goes to Thrace. There he marries the daughter of the king, who had no
other children; he succeeds him, and he is adored by his subjects. They went into
other rooms, and always they saw new scenes.

2. God Sorts All Possible Universes to Find the Best

Leibniz said (Theodicy, secs. 414-417) that the divine memory contains exact ideas of all
possible universes (worlds).  The power of divine thought is able to run a sorting
algorithm (a computation) that sorts them based on goodness:

225. The infinity of possibles, however great it may be, is no greater than that of
the wisdom of God, who knows all possibles. One may even say that if this
wisdom does not exceed the possibles extensively, since the objects of the
understanding cannot go beyond the possible, which in a sense is alone
intelligible, it exceeds them intensively, by reason of the infinitely infinite
combinations it makes thereof, and its many deliberations concerning them. The
wisdom of God, not content with embracing all the possibles, penetrates them,
compares them, weighs them one against the other, to estimate their degrees of
perfection or imperfection, the strong and the weak, the good and the evil. It goes
even beyond the finite combinations, it makes of them an infinity of infinites, that
is to say, an infinity of possible sequences of the universe, each of which contains
an infinity of creatures. By this means the divine Wisdom distributes all the
possibles it had already contemplated separately, into so many universal systems



which it further compares the one with the other. The result of all these
comparisons and deliberations is the choice of the best from among all these
possible systems, which wisdom makes in order to satisfy goodness completely;
and such is precisely the plan of the universe as it is. Moreover, all these
operations of the divine understanding, although they have among them an order
and a priority of nature, always take place together, no priority of time existing
among them.

3. The Sorted Pyramid of Universes

Once the possible universes are sorted, they are organized by god into a structure in
which the better universes are higher.  Since universes get rarer as they get better, the
structure has the shape of a pyramid.  The point at the top is the one best of all possible
universes:

416. The halls rose in a pyramid, becoming even more beautiful as one mounted
towards the apex, and representing more beautiful worlds. Finally they reached
the highest one which completed the pyramid, and which was the most beautiful
of all: for the pyramid had a beginning, but one could not see its end; it had an
apex, but no base; it went on increasing to infinity. That is (as the Goddess
explained) because amongst an endless number of possible worlds there is the
best of all, else would God not have determined to create any; but there is not any
one which has not also less perfect worlds below it: that is why the pyramid goes
on descending to infinity. Theodorus, entering this highest hall, became entranced
in ecstasy; he had to receive succour from the Goddess, a drop of a divine liquid
placed on his tongue restored him; he was beside himself for joy. We are in the
real true world (said the Goddess) and you are at the source of happiness. Behold
what Jupiter makes ready for you, if you continue to serve him faithfully. Here is
Sextus as he is, and as he will be in reality. He issues from the temple in a rage, he
scorns the counsel of the Gods. You see him going to Rome, bringing confusion
everywhere, violating the wife of his friend. There he is driven out with his father,
beaten, unhappy. If Jupiter had placed here a Sextus happy at Corinth or King in
Thrace, it would be no longer this world. And nevertheless he could not have
failed to choose this world, which surpasses in perfection all the others, and which
forms the apex of the pyramid. Else would Jupiter have renounced his wisdom, he
would have banished me, me his daughter. You see that my father did not make
Sextus wicked; he was so from all  eternity, he was so always and freely. My
father only granted him the existence which his wisdom could not refuse to the
world where he is included: he made him pass from the region of the possible to
that of the actual beings. The crime of Sextus serves for great things: it renders
Rome free; thence will arise a great empire, which will show noble examples to
mankind. But that is nothing in comparison with the worth of this whole world, at
whose beauty you will marvel, when, after a happy passage from this mortal state
to another and better one, the Gods shall have fitted you to know it.




