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NB: This is the author version of “Leibniz in Europe,” in D. Meacham and N. de 

Warren (eds.), Routledge Handbook on Philosophy and Europe, London: Routledge, 

2021, 30–43. It has not been professionally proofed and page numbers and note 

numbers do not correspond exactly to the published version. For reference, please 

consult the published version. 
 

1. Introduction 

 

In a letter from 3 March 1715 to Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, the Abbé Castel de St. Pierre, 

member of the French Academy and author of a famous Projet pour rendre la paix 

perpétuelle en Europe (1713), exhorted the German polyhistor to undertake a similar project: 

“Why would you not, thus providing something entirely new on the project of European 

arbitration, write a work in German and in French that would be yours entirely; can the 

German Solon even omit to?” (Leibniz 1995: 49-50).
1
 Leibniz, of course, never did. He 

already had a great many other things to do and only little time left to live – he died the 

following year, in November 1716. Moreover, like most of his contemporaries, he did not 

have enough intellectual regard for the French académicien to feel any obligation to heed his 

advice.
2
  

And yet St. Pierre had a point. It was not unwarranted to expect a work of this kind 

from the “German Solon.” A lawyer by education, diplomat by trade, irenic theologian, court 

historian and political philosopher, Leibniz had spent a lifetime navigating the political and 

theological corridors of the Holy Roman Empire between Hanover, Vienna and Berlin. And it 

really was quite an understatement when Leibniz replied to St. Pierre that the topic was “not 

entirely outside [his] range of interests” (Leibniz 1988: 176-77). In fact, in terms of life 

experience and professional expertise, few were better situated than Leibniz to reflect on the 

                                                           
1
 Unless otherwise indicated, translations are mine. Following standard usage, I refer to the Academy edition of 

Leibniz’s writings (Leibniz 1923-) with the abbreviation “A,” followed by the series and vol. number in roman 

numerals. The mention [ve] indicates a so-called Vorausedition, a preliminary, but incomplete edition made 

available by the Academy.) Most volumes are freely available online (http://www.leibniz-edition.de). 
2
 For Leibniz, St. Pierre’s project was “a bit like Thomas More’s Utopia” (Leibniz 1995: 23). Like Kant after 

him (Kant 1996: 309), Leibniz derided the vision of perpetual peace in Europe as an impossible “fiction” 

(Leibniz: 24), arguing that the only pax perpetua really possible was the kind inscribed on gravestones, “for the 

dead do not fight any longer: but the living are of another humor” (Leibniz 1988: 183; cf. 166). He thus joined 

many of St. Pierre’s contemporary readers, like Nicolas Remond who, in April 1715, wrote to Leibniz that “the 

knowledge one has of the of the worker has done damage to the reputation of the work: it is believed that nothing 

good can come out of Abbé de St. Pierre’s head” (Leibniz 1995: 52). See also Riley 1996: 244-45; Roldan 2011: 

89-93. 
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political history and future of Europe at the turn of the seventeenth century. His edition of 

ancient texts on international law, the 1693 Codex juris gentium diplomaticus, had gained him 

a reputation as one of the foremost experts of his time of the history of international law. Add 

to this an incredible mass of additional papers, mostly unpublished, written throughout his 

career, addressing European questions regarding everything from war and security, affairs of 

the court, church politics, education, commerce,
3
 and scientific collaboration. 

It is difficult to point to any one of all these texts as expressing in full Leibniz’s 

political vision of Europe. Certainly, the preface to the Codex and his commentary on the St. 

Pierre’s work, the so-called Observations sur le projet de paix perpétuelle (1715), contain 

many important parts of the puzzle, but one will not obtain any systematic idea without taking 

into account multiple other texts on political philosophy and real politics spanning over 

several decades, from the 1667 Nova methodus discendae docendaque jurisprudentiae (1667) 

and the Specimen demonstrationum politicarum pro eligendo rege polonorum (1669) to the 

Caesarinus fürstenerius (1677) and Mars Christianissimus (1683), and a host of other, less 

well-known political texts progressively brought to our attention by the still forthcoming 

volumes of the series IV of Leibniz’s Sämtliche Schriften und Briefe, containing the political 

writings.
4
 And, as is often the case when studying Leibniz’s intellectual enterprises, by 

piecing together passages from a great many texts of different nature on different topics, 

written at different times on different occasions, it is possible to glean from them a reasonably 

unified vision of Europe as a political project. 

 

2. The Balance of Europe 

 

In the first place, Leibniz’s vision for Europe forms a unity in virtue of the general societal 

goals it pursues – the public good and the glory of God – and the intellectual ethics that 

governs it, which is essentially an ethics of reciprocity, moderation and Enlightenment (Lærke 

2015: 47-106). Above all, it is united by the higher ideal of an “empire of reason”: “The end 

of political science with regard to the doctrine of forms of commonwealths must be to make 

the empire of reason flourish” (Leibniz 1988: 193). It is important to understand exactly what 

Leibniz means by that expression. What Leibniz rejects above all in the realm of politics was 

                                                           
3
 On commerce, note a memorable quip in the Considérations sur les interests de Bronsvic (c.1691), A IV, iv, 

344: “Businessman have little concern for the balance of the affairs of Europe as long as the income exceeds the 

expenses on the balance of their accounting.” 
4
 The volumes A IV, i-vii and ix [ve], covering the period 1667 to 1701, are currently (2017) available. Other, 

later material, can be found in older editions, e.g. Leibniz 1858-1875 and Leibniz 1893. 
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the reign of arbitrary power, the subordination of wisdom to unbridled force or, what for him 

amounted to the same, freedom separated from reason. He did not believe in freedom in the 

negative Hobbesian sense of unimpeded exercise of power but understood “true liberty” in the 

Aristotelian sense of rational spontaneity, as “the power of following reason” (Leibniz 1988: 

194). This meant, of course, that he was a constant and outspoken critic of political theories, 

such as Hobbes’s, that did not include rationality as an intrinsic component of a political 

rule’s legitimacy. But it also meant that he saw rationality as a higher goal than freedom. 

Hence, contrary to a contemporary political philosopher like Spinoza, freedom of expression 

and the safeguarding of individual liberties did not figure on the top of the list of his political 

agenda (Lærke 2009). Instead, his political project focused mostly on the promotion of 

rationality and peace through wise government, just laws, ecclesiastical harmony, civic 

education and scientific progress. In many respects, the Republic of Letters, the scientific 

communities and the educational institutions, academies and universities, represented for 

Leibniz a kind of international super-structure in charge of promoting the empire of reason 

(Roldan 2011 and 2016). 

An essential precondition, however, of such flourishing and Enlightenment was 

“balance in Christianity and tranquility in Europe” (A IV, ix [ve], 212).
5
 For Leibniz, human 

societies suffered from three essential evils: plague, famine and war. But where, oddly 

enough, he considered the first two evils something that could be resolved within the borders 

of each nation, ending wars among the states of Europe would obviously require a concerted 

effort of “some great princes” (Leibniz 1988: 177). Leibniz, like St. Pierre, saw the urgent 

need for a stable peace in Europe, based on a less volatile foundation than the accumulation of 

fragile treatises that were constantly violated, each time throwing the region off balance 

(Leibniz 1988: 166-67). Hence, Leibniz constantly complained of how the French, in 

particular, rather than supporting equitable long-term alliances, forced neighboring states into 

accepting successive treatises reflecting only current power relations, invariably in their own 

favor, by means of “cruel violence and most iniquitous usurpations” (A VI, iv, 476).
6
 In 

conformity with Leibniz’s ideal of an empire of reason, a new balance of Europe was not only 

to be a balance of power, but rather a balance of reason, or a balance of justice, where the just 

                                                           
5
 For Leibniz’s explicit use of the political commonplace of a “balance of Europe,” see e. g. A IV, i, 211, 214, 

497-98, 669-70; A IV, iii, 167; A IV, iv, 344, 468; A IV, ix [ve], 218. The notion figures in the title of André 

Robinet’s book on Leibniz’s political philosophy (Robinet 1994). Luca Basso and Peter Nitschke have also 

stressed the centrality of the notion (Basso 2008; Nitschke 2015) 
6
 The 1672 French invasion of Holland, and subsequent Treatise of Nijmegen in 1678-79, represented for 

Leibniz the best example of such French “iniquitous usurpations” and of how they paid off. The 1685 

Revocation of the Nantes Edict and the persecution of the Huguenots was the best example of France’s “cruel 

violence.” See also Riley 1996: 245-60. 
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mean was to be established by adhering in good faith to the outcomes of rational deliberation 

rather than by opposing force to force. Such rational deliberation, or “balancing of reasons,” 

was for Leibniz, a jurist, essentially conceived on the model of a legal reasoning in a court of 

law: “In order to maintain public security, the principal powers of Europe must hold on to the 

scales of Themis and declare themselves in favor of justice and good faith in promises and 

pledges” (Leibniz 1923-: IV, ix [ve], 191).
7
 Hence, when St. Pierre proposed that Leibniz 

compose a work of his own on “European Arbitration,” he really did hit the nail on the head. 

The following is an attempt to reconstruct, in broad strokes, on the basis of passages gleaned 

from disparate texts and periods, what such a work might have looked like and what kind of 

political model for a European union it would have recommended.  

 

3. The Imperial Model 

 

Leibniz’s vision of Europe cannot be separated from the fact that he was a staunch defender 

the Holy Roman Empire about which he wrote a great deal (Nitschke 2015). This does, of 

course, reflect the fact that Leibniz was German and employed by an electoral Prince. Most of 

Leibniz’s texts on imperial politics aimed at consolidating and defending the already existing 

federal structures among the German states. These structures did however also point to a 

prospective broader ideal of a politically united Europe, since, for him, the Empire was “like a 

model for the Christian society” (Leibniz 1988: 181). Hence, if Leibniz had a vision for 

Europe, it took the form of an expanded Holy Roman Empire. It would however be misguided 

to consider his predilection for the Empire a mere expression of political partisanship. Leibniz 

also had other, more theoretical reasons for linking any possible union of Europe as a whole 

to the already existing Empire.  

First, the Empire provided a coherent federalist model of sovereignty (Nitschke 2015, 

2016). Leibniz was strongly opposed to Samuel Pufendorf who declared the Empire a 

monstrous construction on account of it being in constant violation with the principle of 

indivisibility of sovereignty (Pufendorf 1667; Leibniz 1988: 119). Leibniz’s formulated his 

alternative model in two texts: the lengthy Caesarinus fürstenerius and the Entretien de 

Philarèthe et d’Eugène, a French summary in dialogue form, both from 1677 (A IV, ii, 3-270 

                                                           
7 Cf. Leibniz’s Letter on the education of a Prince (1685-86), according to which “the great art of 

reasoning consists in knowing how to weigh reasons like in a balance, in order to favor the side that wins: one 

must lead the Prince to reason in morals, in politics and in law […]” (A IV, iii, 553). Generally, on Leibniz’s 

central conception of a “balance of reason” (trutina rationis) see, among other texts, A VI, i, 548-59; A I, ii, 168; 

A VI, iv, 2250, 2259, etc. For a commentary, see Dascal (1996). 
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and 278-46; for English excerpts from the first, see Leibniz 1988: 111-20). According to these 

texts, the essence of sovereignty is not, like for Bodin, Hobbes, or Pufendorf, indivisible 

coercive power. Instead, it relies on two factors: internal territorial hegemony and sufficient 

capacity to counter an external enemy. When those conditions are in place, so is the “public 

liberty,” i.e. the freedom to act of the Prince upon which his sovereignty depends. This, of 

course, is a relative rather than absolute definition of sovereignty – in a sense, it represents an 

approach to international law that is more that of a diplomat than that of a political 

philosopher. Moreover, and just as important, it does not, on this fundamental level, make any 

reference to right. Contrary to Pufendorf, or Thomas Hobbes before him, Leibniz’s 

conception of sovereignty does not tie right to power by definition: “The supreme jurisdiction 

and the right of public liberty (of which sovereignty is an eminent species) are essentially 

different things, and there is neither opposition nor connection between them” (A IV, ii, 335). 

On this conception, one can dissociate coercive power and legitimate jurisdiction without 

violating the integrity of sovereignty. A sovereign, while remaining sovereign, can freely 

submit himself to the jurisdiction of another, such as a federal jurisdiction: “Several territories 

[…] can unite into one body, with the territorial hegemony of each preserved intact” (Leibniz 

1988: 117). Hence, as Leibniz explains, a sovereign “represents the public liberty, such that 

he is not subject to the tutelage of the power of anyone else, but has in himself the power of 

war and of alliances; although he may perhaps be limited by the bond of obligation toward a 

superior and owe him homage, fidelity and obedience” (Leibniz 1988: 175). This separation 

of legitimate jurisdiction and coercive power grounds the basic distinction in the 1677 texts 

between the “majesty” of the Emperor and the “sovereignty” of the Princes who freely chose 

to submit to him: 

 

Majesty and sovereignty are entirely different things. Majesty, when it is not only 

understood as a badge of honor but as a faculty of right, is the supreme jurisdiction, 

that is to say a right to command that entails, for those who are submitted to it, the 

obligation to obey. But if he who has this supreme right to command does not detain 

immediately the absolute right to constrain and freely execute his orders, that is to say, 

the ordinary right to maintain an army and garrisons within the states of those who 

recognize him, and that, consequently, he does not divest them of the right of peace, 

war and alliances, the latter maintain the jus propriae potestatis, the public liberty, and 

sovereignty as such. Thus, regardless of the strict obligations of fidelity and obedience 

that our princes owe to the Emperor and that render them subjects in the eyes of the 
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civil law, they remain free with respect to the law of nations, and maintain 

sovereignty. (A IV, ii, 334-35) 

 

The Empire never figures in Leibniz as a super-state and his European project is not a 

cosmopolitan one (Naert 1964: 71). Leibniz always granted full sovereignty to the individual 

federated states, retaining their public liberty and territorial hegemony. The jurisdiction of the 

Empire could only be enforced in virtue of the coercive power that such sovereign states 

voluntarily lend it (Leibniz 1988: 174). And yet, “if it is a question of what is right, one 

cannot refuse to Caesar some authority in a great part of Europe, and a species of primacy 

analogous to the ecclesiastical primacy [of the Pope]” (Leibniz 1988: 112). 

Second, on Leibniz’s description, and in opposition to St. Pierre’s European project, 

the existing Holy Roman Empire afforded subjects an indirect voice in federal deliberations. 

Leibniz writes: 

 

I find that M. l’Abbé de St. Pierre is right to consider the Empire as a model for 

Christian society; but there is this difference, that in the [society] which would 

conform to his project, the complaints against the sovereign would not be allowed, 

instead of which, in the Empire, subjects can plead against their princes, or against 

their magistrates. (Leibniz 1988: 181) 

 

On the imperial model, the Emperor, in addition to being the secular arm of the universal 

church, should also represent the concerns of subjects beyond, and even against, those of their 

sovereigns. Patrick Riley here aptly compares with St. Simon’s later criticism of St. Pierre in 

his Réorganisation de la Société Européenne (1814) according to which the latter’s project 

would “favor the abuse of power by making sovereign’s more formidable to the people,” by 

“depriving the latter of any resource against tyranny” (cit. in Leibniz 1988: 181n). We should 

not, however, consider it anything like a concession to democratic accountability. In fact, 

Leibniz rejected democracy which he found potentially irrational and arbitrary because of the 

unaccountability of individual voters, and thus diametrically opposed to the empire of reason. 

 

Arbitrary power is what is directly opposed to the empire of reason. But one must 

realize that this arbitrary power is found not only in kings, but also in assemblies, 

when cabals and animosities prevail over reason, which happens in judicial tribunals 

as well as in public deliberations. The remedy of a plurality of votes, given either 
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publicly or secretly, in balloting, is not sufficient to curb these abuses. Elections serve 

after a fashion against cabals, and make it easy to assure oneself of votes by bad 

means; but they have this inconvenience – that each [voter] can follow his [own] whim 

and his wicked designs, without the shame of being discovered, and without being 

obliged to present reasons for them. (Leibniz 1988: 193) 

 

Surely, Leibniz realized that one absolute sovereign would yield an unaccountable power far 

more consequential than could any individual voter dissimulating his wicked and whimsical 

voting behavior, but he had sufficient faith in European nobility and the educational and 

advisory structures supporting individual Princes to deem the risks of evil tyranny under 

absolutism smaller than those stemming from the inherent irrationality of democracy: “I 

would come out against absolute power, if in our times we had seen tyrants comparable to 

those monsters of Emperors that Rome saw in other times. But today there is no prince so bad 

that it would not be better to live under him than in a democracy” (Leibniz 1988: 186). When 

making the Emperor the mouthpiece of “subjects,” what Leibniz had in mind was rather the 

role of the Emperor as the secular head of the community of all believers formed by all 

Christians and all Christian peoples, beyond their association with individual states and 

nations.   

Finally, Leibniz considered the Empire an advantageous model for the simple reason 

that it already existed and had done so for a long time. A new federation was best realized on 

the basis of already existing structures because it provided predictability and stability: “I do 

not believe that it would be just or appropriate to destroy with one stroke the rights of the 

Roman Empire, which has lasted for so many centuries” (Leibniz 1988: 181). Always a jurist, 

Leibniz called for a presumption in favor of legal precedence, requiring balanced 

consideration of past practice when making decisions about present action and future goals. 

For this reason, when St. Pierre proposed a model for a “European Union” that did not include 

and accommodate the already existing structure of the Empire, Leibniz immediately objected:  

 

I intervene in favor of the Empire the integrity of which it will be neither easy nor 

reasonable to undo, as it would occur if your project was realized, if you do not temper 

it a bit […]. Hence, some, like the Elector of Bavaria and some Electors and Princes of 

the Imperial States, whom you combine according to their situation, you turn into 

immediate members of the European Union as if they had nothing to do with the 

Emperor and the Empire […].I think, Sir (unless you have a better suggestion) that 
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you could leave the Empire in its integrity and thus make of it a large member of your 

European Union, for it already constitutes a considerable preliminary union that would 

save you the trouble of almost a third of what would be requires to unite the European 

powers. (Leibniz 1995: 91) 

 

4. Three Degrees of Justice 

 

Leibniz’s political philosophy was, as has been stressed often enough, theoretically and 

somewhat abstractly grounded in his conception of “universal jurisprudence” and the 

definition of justice as “the charity of the wise” (Grua 1953; Riley 1996). In its more practical 

and concrete application, however, it was built up around a three-level conception of justice 

according to which no one should suffer prejudice or harm, everyone should get their due, and 

all should live honestly (neminem laedere; suum cuique tribuere; honeste vivere). 

The tripartite division of natural law into three “degrees” or “heads,” inherited from 

Roman Law, appears as early as the 1667 Nova methodus discendae docendaque 

jurisprudentia, and is repeated in a number of texts, including the preface to the 1693 Codex 

and the famous 1702 Méditation sur la notion commune de la justice (A VI, i, 343; Leibniz 

1948: 556-67, 606-21; Leibniz 1988: 56-57, 171-74; Robinet 1994: 103-24; Lærke 2008: 221-

29). Those three degrees of justice are also described in terms of strict law, equity and piety, 

and assimilated to the distinction between commutative justice, distributive justice, and 

universal justice. They are hierarchically ordered. 

The lowest degree, strict law, like the Law of the Talion, calls for rigorous and 

unmodified application of the law according to a principle of arithmetic equivalence. It 

stipulates that neither persons nor states should suffer harm so as not to acquire a motive for 

retaliation (Leibniz 1988: 172). Such strict law must however be mitigated by equity, a 

principled consideration of the other’s point of view sometimes associated with the cardinal 

virtue of charity.  Equity is established according to a geometrical principle of proportion and 

where the consideration of the particular whole, that is to say the best interest of both myself 

and the other, is taken into account: “It requires that, against he who has made me suffer 

harm, I do not instigate a murderous war, but only seek restitution; that litigators be admitted; 

that you do not to others, what you would not want done to you” (A VI, i, 343-44). Piety is, 

absolutely speaking, like equity within a universal context, or justice when taking into account 

not just oneself and the other, but all and everything, including the afterlife (Leibniz 1988: 

173). Universal justice is divine justice. However, on account of human finitude, our access to 
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such divine justice must pass through other channels than reason, requiring recourse to a set 

of divine, positive laws: “Christians have yet another common tie, the divine positive law 

contained in the sacred Scriptures” (Leibniz 1988: 174). Positive divine law, of which the 

church is the guardian, should ensure that the Christian spirit of charity and justice will 

prevail even when insufficient knowledge of context makes it impossible to determine 

absolutely the pious (or universally equitable) course of action to take (Lærke 2008: 227-29).  

This tripartite structure forms the legal framework for the institution of a just Christian 

commonwealth, forming the foundations of natural law and divine positive law. The same 

natural criteria of justice, however, exactly because they are natural, are also valid among 

nations (Leibniz 1988: 175). For this reason, the way in which Leibniz envisioned a possible 

construction of Europe included exactly three basic institutions, each responsible for their 

“head” of justice, namely a central European deposit bank, a European council of sovereigns, 

and a reformed catholic, i.e. universal, Church.  

 

5. The European Deposit Bank 

 

Leibniz suggests an European deposit bank in order to establish a punitive mechanism 

allowing the established, positive laws of a European union to be enforced, to the extent that 

such a federation in itself does not have any coercive power (this power, as will be recalled, 

always remains in the hands of each sovereign.) Hence, Leibniz writes to Grimarest: 

 

[T]he most powerful do not respect tribunals at all. It would be necessary that all these 

gentlemen contribute a caution bourgeoise or deposit in the bank of the tribunal, a 

king of France, for example, a hundred million écus, and a king of Great Britain in 

proportion, so that the sentences of the tribunal could be executed in their money, in 

case they proved refractory. (Leibniz 1988: 183-84) 

 

The caution bourgeoise, a kind of guarantee, provides means to enforce international law by 

holding sovereign powers to their voluntary promises to respect this law by means of a 

pecuniary threat. The principle of proportional contributions from member states assures the 

kind of arithmetic equality between nations that is prescribed by strict law. The deposit Bank 

also provides a mechanism to ascertain that the representatives of individual states in a 

governing federal council (that I shall return to shortly) respect the basic procedural rules of 

equitable deliberation, by punishing such illegitimate “arguments” as threats of violence, 
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bribes and inappropriate lobbying through economic sanctions. Finally, the institutional 

integrity of the union requires that it has a financial basis to rely on that is not controlled by 

the individual members but by the general council itself, thus assuring some independence of 

this supranational structure (Leibniz 1995: 57).  Indeed, this is already, as Leibniz points out, 

a problem in the existing Empire: “The defect of the union of the Empire is not, as M. l’Abbé 

de St. Pierre seems to take it, that the Emperor has too much power, but that the Emperor, as 

Emperor, does not have enough. For the Empire has almost no revenues which are not 

alienated or neglected […]” (Leibniz 1988: 182). In short, the European deposit bank should 

play a double role in assuring both the financial independence of the supranational institutions 

of the European Union and provide some punitive leverage against members who did not 

respect the basic legal principles of the federation. 

 

6. The European Council 

 

The second European Institution, designed to assure equity, proportionality and reciprocity in 

the relations between nations, would be a council of sovereigns, sometimes also described as 

a tribunal or a senate, comparable to the one proposed by St. Pierre. It is important to realize 

however, that Leibniz did not get the idea from the Abbé. In fact, something similar had been 

on his mind for decades. There are multiple texts where he discusses the establishment of an 

international tribunal or council in order to institutionalize and stabilize European peace and 

collaboration over and above individual treatises and alliances. Already in the 1677 

Caesarinus fürstenerius, Leibniz explains how, in the past, “the universal church has often 

judged the causes of princes” and how “princes have appealed to the councils.” And he goes 

on to suggest that, in the future, something like “a general senate of Christendom,” designed 

on the model of an ecumenical council, could form an institutional framework for 

consolidating international relations among European nations: 

 

[I]f the Council were perpetual, or if there existed a general Senate of Christendom 

established by its authority, that which is done today by treaties and, as is said, by 

mediations and guarantees, would be done by the interposition of the public authority, 

emanating from the heads of Christendom, the Pope and he Emperor – by friendly 

agreement, it is true, but with much more solidity than that which all treaties and 

guarantees have today […]. (Leibniz 1988: 112) 
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Similarly, in an undated text written prior to 1693, while commenting on Edme Pirot’s 

unpublished treatise De l’autorité du Concile de Trent, Leibniz envisages a new council for 

the Empire, here giving a clearer description of how, exactly, it could be composed, and its 

authority shared among its members:  

 

The pope has appropriated a part of this power since the decline of the Roman Empire. 

The rest should be shared between the sovereign power or major states that compose 

the Christian church, in such a way, however, that the emperor maintains some 

advantage as the first secular head of the Church; and the ambassadors who represent 

their masters in the councils together form a body in which is vested the rights of the 

ancient emperors and their legates. (Leibniz 1858-1875: I, 469) 

 

In the preface to the Codex, while discussing the political role of ecumenical councils long 

before the Reformation, Leibniz again considers how those councils played a pivotal role in 

the constitution of “a kind of common republic of Christian nations” jointly lead by the Pope 

and the Emperor but “without prejudicing the rights of kings and the liberty of princes” 

(Leibniz 1988: 174-75). 

It is in direct and explicit prolongation of those previous reflections that Leibniz, in his 

Observations on the book by St. Pierre, discusses historical precedence of a European tribunal 

of sovereigns: 

 

There was a time when the Popes had half-formed something rather like this, by the 

authority of religion and the universal Church. […] Popes passed for the spiritual 

heads, and the emperors or kings of the Romans for the temporal heads, as our Golden 

Bull say, of the universal Church or of Christian society, of which the emperors were 

to be the born generals. It was like a droit des gens among Latin Christians, and the 

jurisconsults reasoned on this basis; one sees examples of it in my Codex Iuris 

Gentium, and some reflections about it in my preface. (Leibniz 1988: 180) 

  

At the time of Nicolas I and Gregory VII, Leibniz argues, the Church held such sway over 

secular sovereigns in virtue of their spiritual office that the latter could efficiently enforce 
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international law.
8 

Certainly, Leibniz admits, this system subsequently broke down as a result 

of the “very bad Popes” who came after. However, “if there had been popes with a great 

reputation for wisdom and virtue […] they would have remedied the abuses, prevented the 

rupture, and sustained or even advanced Christian society” (Leibniz 1988: 180). And yet, for 

Leibniz, this was model that could advantageously be taken up again to create a European 

council, tribunal or senate, with appropriate modifications designed to forestall similar abuse 

and deterioration. Hence, Leibniz wrote regarding the “common tribunal” proposed by St. 

Pierre, that if it was up to him, he himself “would be of the opinion to establish it in Rome 

itself and to make the Pope its president” (Leibniz 1995: 24). Now, Leibniz, of course, was a 

Lutheran or, as he preferred to call it, an “evangelical” Christian, in principle adhering to the 

tenets of the Augsburg Confession. And when he envisaged such a Council in Rome with the 

Pope as its head, what he had in mind was not the current Pope, head of the Roman Catholic 

Church governed by the principles of the Council of Trent, but a prospective new Pope, the 

ideal head of a resurrected and reunified “universal church.”  

 

7. The Universal Church 

 

Historical precedence, however, seems like insufficient justification for placing a possible 

European union so heavily under ecclesiastical control. There is however  another, more 

substantial possible justification for this, which concerns the third head or degree of justice, 

piety, as it should be defined by a universal church. 

Let us briefly take a step back and consider what Leibniz took the authority and 

domain of the universal church to be. As an irenic thinker, Leibniz did not adhere to the 

territorialist solution otherwise in vigor in the Holy Roman Empire since the 1555 peace of 

Augsburg (cujus regio, ejus religio). For him, the authority of the true church did not and 

should not know national borders. This did not imply that the church should be able to dictate 

how sovereigns should govern, or in any way imperil their supremacy. Indeed, “even 

ecclesiastics, indeed all men, owe sovereigns an exterior obedience, but usque ad aras [up 

until the alter], and for the rest, they owe them at least to suffer without reserve” (A II, i, 752). 

Hence, Leibniz wrote to Burnett, “you know my opinions when it comes to what is owed to 

sovereigns […] the church owes passive obedience: the reign of Jesus Christ is not of this 

                                                           
8
 Nicolas I (858-867) is considered the first to vindicate pontifical power over the imperial power, proclaiming 

the Pope the divinely ordained judge and director of sovereigns and emperors. As for Gregory VII (1073-1085), 

Leibniz mainly has in mind the so-called Investiture Controversy with the German Emperor Henry IV. 
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world” (Leibniz 1875-1890: III, 306-7). For Leibniz, the church did, however, hold authority 

over an entirely different “territory” than the external, temporal kingdom over which secular 

sovereigns rule, for “all men and even sovereigns owe the church interior obedience, that is to 

say, deference without reserve in matters of belief, as far as it is possible for them” (A II, i, 

752). As Leibniz sums up his position: 

 

There is nothing more in agreement with true politics and the felicity of humankind, 

even in this world and in this life, than what I have put forward regarding the 

inviolable and irresistible power of the sovereign over exterior goods and the interior 

empire that God holds over souls through the church. (A II, i, 755). 

 

Leibniz believed in separating the temporal and spiritual kingdoms in a way that separated the 

universal church from the state: “One should not confound church and nation” (Leibniz 1875-

1890: III, 306; for details, see Lærke, forthcoming).This did not mean, however, that he 

believed that religion should be separated from politics. Quite to the contrary, he believed that 

only if the church was separated from the interests of each individual state could it assume the 

essential role in the domain of international, or rather European, politics that he envisaged for 

it. 

How is that? As we have seen, the universal church is an institution in principle 

unconcerned with territorial hegemony and temporal power, holding authority only over a 

spiritual kingdom not of this world. This, however, also implies that its head, the Pope, if not 

in practice, then in principle has the impartiality required to moderate between such litigating 

parties as are indeed concerned with territorial hegemony and temporal power. For, exactly in 

virtue of the exclusively spiritual nature of a Pope’s legitimate concerns, when it comes to 

controversies among secular powers, he is “so alien to the parties’ commitments that he could 

not appear himself as a witness,” as Leibniz defines an impartial judge in another context 

(Leibniz 2005: 27; cf. Lærke 2015: 100-101). It is thus in its capacity as an inherently non-

secular institution that the church is ideally situated to act as judge and moderator in conflicts 

among secular sovereigns. This was doubtless the principal reason why Leibniz wished to 

revive the early medieval model where the Pope “occupied the position as judge among 

Christian Princes” (Leibniz 1995: 24).  

The medieval model, however, deteriorated as a result of evident abuse, leading to loss 

of faith in the spiritual mission of the Roman Catholic Church and suspicion towards the 

integrity of the papacy, and eventually to religious schism. This theological disaster did, 
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however, not only do damage to the church and to the advancement of God’s spiritual 

kingdom. It also made it impossible for the church to fulfill its designated role as impartial 

judge and moderator in charge of litigating conflicts between secular rulers. With the advent 

of schism, the Christian commonwealth of Europe not only forfeited past religious unity. It 

also lost the only existing institution that could possibly preside as an impartial judge over a 

future political council of sovereigns. And by doing this, it also forfeited the possibility of 

future political unity. 

 

8. The Political Scandal of Schism 

 

For Leibniz, then, any prospect for a European Union was predicated on the healing of schism 

and the restoration of a catholic, i.e. universal, church. In principle, for Leibniz, this was not a 

futile enterprise: “[I]f five or six persons wanted to, they could end the great schism in the 

West, and put the Church in good order” (Leibniz 1988: 177).  No doubt Leibniz counted 

himself among those “five or six persons.” He spent a life-time in irenic negotiations. He first 

tried to establish the dogmatic and ecclesiastical foundations for a reunion of all the Christian 

confessions in his epistolary exchanges throughout the 1690s with the French Bishop Jacques-

Bénigne Bossuet (Antognazza 2009: 219-221, 340-41, 405-406). Later, when that project 

failed for reasons that Leibniz’s attributed to the French Bishop’s intransigence, he instead 

engaged in negotiating Protestant Church reunion between the Lutheran Court of Hanover and 

the Calvinist Court of Berlin, in his exchanges from 1698-1706 with Gerhard Wolter 

Molanus, Bishop of Loccum, and Daniel Ernst Jablonski, the Berlin Court preacher, (Leibniz 

and Jablonski 2013). That project, however, also failed. It is doubtless in light of these 

frustrating experiences that we must assess the eventually grim assessment that Leibniz gave 

in his 1712 letter to Grimarest, where, after recommending the constitution of a general 

European council presided by the Pope and residing in Rome, he added as preliminary 

conditions for success a long and sobering list of major church reforms: 

 

[…] the ecclesiastics would have to reacquire their ancient authority, so that a ban or 

excommunication would make Kings and Kingdoms tremble, like in the time of 

Nicolas I. or Gregory VII. And in order to make the Protestants agree to it, one would 

have to ask His Sanctity to bring the Church back to the form it had in the time of 

Charlemagne, when he held the Council of Frankfurt, and to renounce on all the 

councils held ever since, for they cannot pass as ecumenical. It would also be 
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necessary that the popes resemble the first bishops of Rome. So there we have some 

projects that would succeed as easily as that of the Abbé de St. Pierre. But since it is 

permitted to write novels, why should we find so bad this fiction of his which brings 

us back the Golden Age? (Leibniz 1995: 24) 

 

At this point, throwing his hands up in recognition of the futility of even trying to achieve that 

much, Leibniz relegated the entire enterprise to the domain of a well-meaning fiction (Riley 

1996: 243-44).  

So what should we conclude from this regarding the ultimate aim of restoring 

“Christian balance and tranquility of Europe”? Was there, for Leibniz, any chance that “we 

should ever be so happy as to see the affairs of Europe restored to their right balance” (A IV, 

iii, 167)? As it appears, prospects were bleak, but we can also draw some conclusions from 

the letter about why exactly they were bleak. 

To be sure, for Leibniz, the first very concrete political obstacle to any restoration of 

balance was Louis XIV, this “most Christian war-God” as Leibniz mockingly called him. 

From the French invasion of Holland in 1672 to the Revocation of Nantes Edict in 1685, 

Leibniz became progressively more frustrated with how the French King’s blatant disrespect 

for the principles of international law constantly panned out in favor of this “public enemy” 

(A VI, iv, 476). Yet he knew that individual rulers and their individual political programs, no 

matter how misguided, were not the real problem. The letter to Grimarest, listing the formal 

requirements for engaging in a European project, makes no mention of Louis XIV or other 

sovereigns, but speaks only of church reform. Kings come and go. After all, Louis XIV finally 

died during Leibniz’s exchanges with St. Pierre, on 1 September 1715. On the long term, the 

more preoccupying concern for any stable European Union was the absence of a basic 

institutional component necessary for establishing a well-functioning council or tribunal of 

European arbitration, namely an appropriate judge and president. For Leibniz, the only 

legitimate judge of controversies among the Christian princes of Europe would be the church. 

It alone could preside as judge and moderator in disputes among Christian sovereigns exactly 

because it did not and should not have a stake in temporal matters, its kingdom being of 

another world. However, absent a reunified and universally recognized reformed Roman 

Catholic Church, the required impartiality was neither assured nor recognized, and 

consequently this indispensable structural component of any possible European union 

remained amiss. Church unification was, for Leibniz, of intrinsic theological value. But he 

also pursued his irenic ambitions in view of the political role that a reunited church could 
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eventually play within a prospective broader European union or, at least, within a 

strengthened Holy Roman Germanic Empire. And I would suggest that his ultimately grim 

assessment of the prospects for Europe directly reflected the successive failures of his irenic 

negotiations. 

 

9. Leibniz in Europe Today 

 

It is clear enough that it would make no good sense to promote a Leibnizian vision for Europe 

in any straightforward way today. Leibniz’s Europe did not look like ours. From the time 

Leibniz entered politics in the early 1670s and for the next four decades to come, the most 

pressing European problem was the aggressively expansionist politics of a French Monarch, 

who died only one year before Leibniz, and who posed a constant threat to the fragile Holy 

Roman Empire, still recovering from the brutal Thirty Years War that ended only two years 

after Leibniz was born. Moreover, the premises of his political philosophy were different. He 

did not believe in the benefits of democracy because he had very little faith in the rationality 

of the multitude. Leibniz, like Kant after him, preferred rule by enlightened monarchs and 

Princes (see e.g. his Lettre sur l’éducation d’un Prince, A IV, iii, 542-57, esp. 547). His 

vision of politics was caught up in religious institutions in ways that would be unacceptable 

today. He did not favor freedom of expression or tolerance in a way comparable to modern, 

liberal conceptions. And if he worked relentlessly toward securing peace within Europe, when 

it came to broader international relations, he could hardly pass for being a peace-keeper, 

especially with regard to the Muslim world (he did all he could to make Louis XIV invade 

Egypt and constantly encouraged the Emperor’s ongoing war against the Ottoman Empire.) 

It is of course possible to put to one side those issues and focus on the virtues of the 

abstract philosophical conceptions of natural law, universal jurisprudence and divine 

government that underlie many of his reflections on European politics (Riley 1996; Roldan 

2011). And yet, I think there is more to learn from Leibniz’s conception of Europe if we focus 

on less high-flying ideals than universal benevolence, world harmony and divine justice. 

Leibniz does, of course, support all of these ideals. But his political philosophy, including his 

conception of international law and Europe, certainly does not reduce to them and cannot be 

adequately explained in terms of them alone. Moreover, it is not clear to me of what concrete 

use those ideals could possibly be today. By the end of his life, even Leibniz himself had little 

confidence they could ever be realized in Europe. To my mind, there is more to learn from the 

strategies and arguments Leibniz malgré tout deployed to advance them, and this in many 
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ways in spite of (rather than in virtue of) the theologically grounded universalist ideals they 

served to support. Some arguments have considerable provocative value by being both 

obviously strong and yet perfectly at odds with deeply entrenched ideals of liberal democracy. 

This is the case, strikingly, with the things Leibniz has to say about the inherent irrationality 

of democratic elections in a premonitory passage that bears repeating: “Elections serve after a 

fashion against cabals, and make it easy to assure oneself of votes by bad means; but they 

have this inconvenience – that each [voter] can follow his [own] whim and his wicked 

designs, without the shame of being discovered, and without being obliged to present reasons 

for them” (op. cit.). This is also the case with his argument stressing the importance of a non-

secular institution to arbitrate among secular states. Absent a universally recognized spiritual 

authority, what institution today could possibly bear the stamp of impartiality required to be 

recognized by all as an impartial judge and moderator in deliberations among European 

nations? Other arguments, mutatis mutandi, have pretty straightforward application to current 

state of affairs. This is true, I think, for his admonitions against European politics based on 

individual treatises and current power relations rather than on stable, rationally negotiated, 

well-balanced alliances. The same goes, in some measure, for his non-absolutist notion of 

sovereignty from which nationalist politicians pushing misguided agendas of “taking back 

control from Europe” could learn a great deal. 

 

References 

 

Antognazza, Maria-Rosa. 2009. Leibniz. An Intellectual Biography, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Basso, L. (2008) “Regeln einer effektiven Aussenpolitik – Leibniz’ Bemühen um eine 

Balance widerstreitender Machtinteressen in Europa,” in Studia Leibnitiana 40:2, 139-152. 

Biederbeck, F. (2015) “Leibniz’s Political Vision for Europe,” in M. R. Antognazza (ed.), The 

Oxford Handbook of Leibniz, 1-15. Online publication July 2015 on the platform Oxford 

Handbooks Online. DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199744725.013.39 (print version 

forthcoming). 

Dascal, M. (1996) “La Balanza de la razon,” in O. Nudler (ed.), La Racionalidad: Su Poder y 

sus Limites, Paidos: Buenos Aires, 363-81. 

Grua, G. (1953) Jurisprudence universelle et théodicée selon Leibniz, Paris: Presses 

universitaires de France, Paris. 

Grua, G. (1956) La Justice humaine selon Leibniz, Paris: Presses universitaires de France. 



AUTHOR VERSION. FOR REFERENCE, PLEASE CONSULT THE PUBLISHED PAPER. 
 

18 
 

Kant, I. (1996) Kant’s Practical Philosophy, trans. M. J. Gregor, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Lærke, M. (2008) Leibniz lecteur de Spinoza. La genèse d’une opposition complexe, Paris: 

Champion. 

Lærke, M. (2009), “G. W. Leibniz: Moderation and Censorship,” in M. Lærke (ed.), The Use 

of Censorship in the Enlightenment, Leiden: E. J. Brill, 155-178. 

Lærke, M. (2015) Les Lumières de Leibniz. Controverses avec Huet, Bayle, Regis et More, 

Paris: Classiques Garnier. 

Lærke, M. (forthcoming) Leibniz on State and Church. Presumptive logic and Perplexing 

Cases,” in Journal of the History of Philosophy.  

Leibniz, G. W. (1858-1875), Œuvres, 7 vols., ed. L. A. Foucher de Careil, Paris : Firmin 

Didot. 

Leibniz, G. W. (1875-1890), Die philosophischen Schriften, ed. C. I. Gerhardt, Berlin: 

Weidmannsche Buchhandlung. 

Leibniz, G. W. (1893) Mittheilungen aux Leibnizens ungedruchten Schriften, ed. G. Mollat, 

Leipzig: H. Haessel. 

Leibniz, G. W. (1923-) Sämtliche Schriften und Briefe, Berlin: Akademieverlag. 

Leibniz, G. W. (1948) Textes inédits, éd. G. Grua, Paris: Presses universitaires de France. 

Leibniz, G. W., Political Writings, 2
nd

 ed., ed. P. Riley, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1995. 

Naert E. (1964), La Pensee politique de Leibniz, Paris: Presses universitaires de France.  

Nitschke, P. (2015), “Die Leibnizsche Vision von Europa,” in P. Nitschke, Gottfried W. 

Leibniz. Die Richtige Ordnung des Staates, Baden-Baden: Nomos 2015, 91-116.. 

Nitschke, P. (2016), “Die (föderale) Ordnungsvision von Leibniz für Europa,” in W. Li et al. 

(eds.), “Für unser Glück oder das Glück Anderer. Vorträge des X. Internationalen Leibniz-

Kongress, 5 vols., Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, vol. III, 541-49. 

Leibniz, G. W. (1988) Political Writings, trans. P. Riley, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Leibniz, G. W., and C. de Saint Pierre (1995) Correspondence Leibniz – Castel de Saint 

Pierre, ed. A. Robinet, Paris: Centre de philosophie de droit. 

Leibniz, G. W. (2005) The Art of Controversies, ed. and trans. M. Dascal et al., Dordrecht: 

Springer. 



AUTHOR VERSION. FOR REFERENCE, PLEASE CONSULT THE PUBLISHED PAPER. 
 

19 
 

Leibniz, G. W., and D. E Jablonski (2013), Negotium Irenicum. L’union des Églises 

protestantes selon G. W. Leibniz and D. E. Jablonski, ed. Claire Rösler-Le Van. Paris: 

Classiques Garnier. 

Pufendorf, S. [under the pseudo. S. de Monzambano Veronensis] (1667) De statu imperii 

germanici ad Laelium fratrem, dominum Trezolani, liber unus. Genevae: Apud Petrum 

Columesium. 

Riley, P. (1996), Leibniz’ Universal Jurisprudence. Justice as the Charity of the Wise, 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Roldan, C. (2011) “Perpetual Peace, Federalism and the Republic of the Spirits: Leibniz 

Between Saint-Pierre and Kant,” in Studia Leibnitiana 43:1, 87-102. 

Roldan C. (2016), “Leibniz und die Idée Europas,” in W. Li et al. (eds.), “Für unser Glück 

oder das Glück Anderer.” Vorträge des X. Internationalen Leibniz-Kongress, 5 vols., 

Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, vol. III, 551-62. 

Robinet, A. (1994) Le Meilleur des mondes par la balance de l’Europe, Paris: Presses 

universitaires de France.  

 

Further reading 

 

Most of the relevant references can be found above in the References section. To learn more 

about Leibniz’s political philosophy, read first Naert 1956 and Riley 1996 to accompany 

Riley’s selection of Leibniz texts in English translation or the volumes of the series IV of the 

Academy Edition (Politische Schriften) available online (http://www.leibniz-edition.de). 

More advanced readers can then move on to Grua 1953/1956 and Robinet 1994. Specifically 

on Leibniz and Europe, apart from Roldan 1996, Basso 2008, Nitschke 2015 and Biederbeck 

2015, I would recommend A. Heinekamp and I. Hein (eds.), Leibniz und Europa (Hanover: 

Schlütersche Verlagsanstalt 1993), in particular H.-P. Schneider: “Fürstenstaat, Reich und 

Europa. Leibniz zwischen dynastischen Interessen, föderativer Reichsidee und Europäischer 

Union,” 139-66, and G. Utermöhlen, “Vereinigung der Konfessionen,” 95-114. One can also 

consult Y. Belaval, “Leibniz et l’Europe,” in Leibniz: de l’âge classique aux Lumières, ed. M. 

Fichant, Paris: Beauchesne 1995. 

 


