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Foreword

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was a philosopher, mathematician, jurist, engineer,
theologian, physicist, linguist, logician, political advisor and theorist, historian -
in short, a polymath. His aim, in all his endeavors, was one - to contribute to the
improvement of humankind. He was also one of the first thinkers to realize that
controversies have a crucial role in the growth of knowledge, as well as in progress
in all branches of human activity. Much of his intellectual and practical activities
consisted in participating in some of the central debates of his time (many of
which are still open today). His main concern was not to ensure the victory of
his own positions, however persuaded he was of their correctness. He was rather
interested in learning from his opponents’ views, for he conceived the develop-
ment of knowledge and the solution of man’s problems as a collective enterprise
to which every bit of insight, whatever its source, was a precious, irreplaceable
contribution. For him, man’s chance of progress towards happiness lies in the
capacity to recognize the value of the different individual perspectives through
which humans approach the world. In controversies we have the opportunity to
exercise this capacity by making the necessary effort to view the opponent not as
an adversary but as a teacher, from whose point of view one has much to learn and
through which one can enrich and improve one’s own understanding.

To his friend Placcius, who asked for his critique of a recent manuscript, Leib-
niz wrote in April 1695: “You should not doubt that I will be an eager and, as
far as possible, a studious reader of whatever emanates from you. Nevertheless,
criticism requires more work, and it should not be expected from me, for by na-
ture and education I am prepared to look for, in the writings of others, for what
contributes to my improvement rather than to the other’s failure” (DA 297). It is
in this Leibnizian spirit that this series was created and this book - the first in the
series especially devoted to his work - is intended to provide further insight into
his sui generis dialectic.

Leibniz the controversialist is presented to the reader in this book through a
selection of actual controversies in which he took part in different areas of knowl-
edge and action. Of course, the practice of controversy reveals the practitioners’
beliefs about the principles that should underlie it, thereby providing a glance
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into their way of understanding the peculiar features of controversy’s rationality.
Nevertheless, the possibility of observing the unfolding of actual controversies,
the recurring strategies of argumentation used, the aims pursued, and the mea-
sure in which they are or are not reached, offers, in addition, a new perspective
for understanding and assessing a controversialist’s ‘theory of controversies. For it
shows not only what a thinker thinks about how one should use reason and other
tools in the conduct of a controversy, but also how he actively puts in practice the
kind of rationality he preaches. It is mainly, though not only, through this per-
spective that the book purports to contribute to the understanding of what must
be acknowledged as Leibniz’s ‘dialectic.

His unquestionable merits as a moderate and constructive polemicist not-
withstanding, Leibniz was not a saint when it came to actual disputes, as he was
no saint when it came to his other activities. One should not expect all the polem-
ics he was engaged in to unfold in the benevolent spirit he claims to conform to by
his nature and education. From a pluralist like him, who declares that “in a simple
substance there must be a plurality of affections and relations, even though it has
no parts” (Monadology $13; GP 6 608), one should rather expect a variety of ‘af-
fections’ vis-a-vis controversies. Indeed this is the case, to judge from the sample
of Leibnizian controversies gathered in this book. In this respect, the book shows
how a thinker is not necessarily bound to a single model and style of debating.

No wonder that the three ideal types identified in the typology of debates,
which I have been using for more than a decade in my investigation of controver-
sies (see, e.g., Dascal 1995, 1998a, b, c, d, 2001, 2004, 2008), found their way into
the pages of this book effortlessly and unintentionally. Leibniz’s participation in
the vis viva controversy and the Leibniz-Huygens exchange on the infinitesimal
calculus (Chapters 3 and 2), for example, are close to be good examples of the
ideal type I call ‘discussion’ (generally taken to be the model for scientific de-
bate); where the objective is to determine the truth, the contenders share the as-
sumption that this can be reached by applying a certain decision procedure, and
the preferred form of argumentation is logical, mathematical, or experimental
proof. The animosity of the Leibniz-Pufendorf relation, reflected in their intel-
lectual and political positions vis-a-vis each other’s views (Chapter 10), is typical
of the kind of debate I dub ‘dispute’, in which the aim is victory over the adver-
sary, no shared method of decision of the divergence is available, and stratagems
of all sorts are in use. The Sturm-Schelhammer debate is also a quite clear case
of dispute, apparent, for instance, in the titles chosen for their writings against
each other. Yet Leibniz’s conciliatory intervention in this dispute transforms it
in fact into a ‘controversy’ (in my sense of the term). It is exemplary of his way of
trying to transform the opposition between apparently contradictory positions
into a milder opposition; this method permits to overcome the exclusive tertium
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IX

non datur dichotomy, unblocking the debate and leading to the creation of an
alternative which combines elements of each of the opposed positions in a sort of
hybrid theory - a typical example of the contribution of the ideal type ‘contro-
versy’ to the growth of knowledge (Chapter 6).

Needless to say, actual debates can hardly be pure instances of any categories
that are construed as ideal types. Debates are dynamic; they may typify different
categories in different phases of their development, and even within the same
phase they may display elements of different ideal types. In fact, in several of
the Chapters we face debates that cannot be simply assigned to one of the ideal
types. For example, the Leibniz-Papin debate, as shown in Chapter 4, is typically
a ‘dispute’ in its public phase and a ‘controversy’ in its private phase - a similar
phenomenon occurring in the Leibniz-Foucher debate (Chapter 8).

Having briefly hinted at the richness of the material contained in each chapter
of this book, which deals with relatively unknown Leibnizian controversies, I will
leave it to the reader to pursue its exploration on his/her own. We have cared to
make this possible by providing abundant quotations that convey not only the
content but also the flavor of the arguments, by keeping the originals in French or
Latin, as well as by translating them when they are not easily accessible in standard
English versions, and by giving the necessary references.

The origins of this book can be traced back to a 1995 project titled “Leibniz
the Polemicist” and they are described in detail in DA 2006: xv-xviii. The more
recent story of the book begins in 2001, with a colloquium at the Center for
the Study of Modern Philosophy (CNRS, Paris), jointly organized by Christiane
Frémont and myself. The topic was Leibniz’s controversies. Only some of the
participants in that colloquium have submitted their contributions to the pres-
ent book, but it is thanks to that indispensable initial impulse that the book has
finally materialized. Other authors joined the group and gradually the intended
coverage of the variety of controversies in which Leibniz was involved reached
the point originally aimed at.

I wish to thank the authors for their perseverance, patience, and cooperation,
which collectively brought this long process to this fine result. Next, the trans-
lators who voluntarily translated or revised the translations of several chapters,
especially Nikos Psarros, Joseph B. Dallet, Pol Boucher, Anna Laerke, and Edward
Hughes. And most of all, Zoe Gutzeit, whose superb and dedicated editorial work
produced a homogeneous volume out of disparate materials. The publication of
this book was supported by the Israel Science Foundation, Grant N° 81/05.

Marcelo Dascal
Tel Aviv, September 2009
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CHAPTER 1

The principle of continuity and the ‘paradox’
of Leibnizian mathematics*

Michel Serfati

1. Introduction

On the basis of the epistemological analysis of several Leibnizian “mathemati-
cal situations”, I will first attempt to show how Leibniz’s “principle of continu-
ity” (which is, in fact, a meta-principle) belongs to the conceptual framework of
what he calls “symbolic thought”, at least insofar as its mathematical implementa-
tions are concerned. I will then show how the ambiguity of the mathematical and
metaphysical status of the principle engendered controversies between Leibniz
and some of his correspondents (the ‘paradox’ of Leibnizian mathematics), ac-
cording to whether they were mathematicians (e.g., Varignon) or philosophers
(e.g., Wolff). I will then briefly indicate the ways in which the same controversy
continued after Leibniz between Poncelet and Cauchy. Finally, it will be shown
how this seventeenth century “principle” remains to these days fully operational
in research and teaching as a sort of internalized methodological guide.

Let us begin with the following example of a well-known contemporary
mathematical proposition.

If u, is the general term of a real sequence such that u_ > a for every n,
and if u_converges, thenlimu_>a.
n

It is clear that this statement is immediately and spontaneously accepted by con-
temporary mathematicians as well as by those of the nineteenth century. This is
not only due to its intrinsic validity, which is doubtless, but also due to the ac-
knowledgment of the now familiar underlying ‘mode of truth’ it relies upon - that
of “proof by continuity”. One can recognize here indeed a fundamental type of
‘attitude’ or ‘behavior’ by mathematicians - currently usual — which might be in-
formally described as follows: what is always true of the changing object (here u )



