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ABSTRACT:	Leibniz	argues	that	God	doesn’t	create	everything	
possible	 because	 not	 all	 possible	 things	 are	 compossible,	 i.e.	
compatible	with	 each	 other.	Much	 recent	 debate	 has	 focused	
on	 Leibniz’s	 conception	 of	 compossibility.	 One	 important	
aspect	of	this	debate,	which	has	not	been	examined	directly,	is	
the	distinction	between	possible	worlds	and	possible	creations:	
the	 notion	 of	 possible	 world	 is	 more	 robust	 than	 simply	
whatever	God	 can	 create.	 Many	 commentators	 have	 relied	 on	
this	distinction	without	a	clear	formulation	of	it.	I	develop	the	
distinction	between	possible	worlds	and	possible	creations	by	
looking	 at	 how	 Leibniz	 characterizes	 what	 God	 is	 capable	 of	
creating.	I	argue	that	possible	creations	must	be	both	logically	
consistent	 and	 determinate.	 Possible	 creations	 differ	 from	
possible	worlds	 insofar	 as	 possible	 creations	 fail	 to	 be	 either	
maximal	or	harmonious.	I	conclude,	therefore,	that	focusing	on	
the	 notion	 of	 determinateness	 offers	 a	 new	 approach	 to	
answering	 the	 question	 why	 doesn’t	 God	 create	 everything	
possible?	

	
	
Introduction	

	
	 Leibniz	notoriously	claims	that	the	actual	world	is	the	best	possible	world,	that	God	
could	not	have	created	anything	better.	The	best	possible	world	is	sometimes	characterized	
as	containing	the	most	harmony,	i.e.	as	much	variety	and	as	much	order	as	possible.	In	
Principles	of	Nature	and	Grace,	Leibniz	writes,	
	

It	follows	from	the	supreme	perfection	of	God	that	he	chose	the	best	possible	plan	in	
producing	the	universe,	a	plan	in	which	there	is	the	greatest	variety	together	with	the	
greatest	order.	(GP	6,	603	=	AG	210)	
	

Alternatively,	Leibniz	characterizes	the	best	possible	world	as	containing	the	most	essence	
or	possibility.	In	On	the	Ultimate	Origination	of	Things,	Leibniz	pictures	God	as	a	divine	
mathematician	solving	a	maximization	problem:		
	

…[O]f	the	infinite	combinations	of	possibilities	and	possible	series,	the	one	that	exists	is	the	
one	through	which	the	most	essence	or	possibility	is	brought	into	existence….	From	this	we	
can	already	understand	in	a	wondrous	way	how	a	certain	Divine	Mathematics	or	
Metaphysical	Mechanism	is	used	in	the	very	origination	of	things,	and	how	the	
determination	of	a	maximum	finds	a	place.	(GP	7,	303-304	=	AG	150-151)1		

																																																								
1	It	is	reasonable	to	ask:	are	these	characterizations	equivalent?	Though	I	will	not	develop	a	view	on	this	in	
detail,	there	is	some	reason	to	think	that	they	are,	since	in	On	the	Ultimate	Origination	of	Things	Leibniz	
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This	second	depiction	of	God’s	creative	activity	raises	the	following	question:	why	doesn’t	
God	create	everything	possible?	As	Leibniz	observes	(as	a	point	against	Spinoza),	there	are	
many	non-actual	things	that	appear	to	be	possible.	Leibniz’s	examples:	“Spinoza	died	in	
Leyden	and	not	at	The	Hague”,	“romances	such	as	those	of	Mademoiselle	de	Scudéry,	or	as	
Octavia”	(GP	6,	217-218	=	H	234-235).	Why	has	God	left	all	these	things	uncreated?	
Leibniz’s	response	is	that	not	all	possible	things	are	compatible	with	one	another—
Leibniz’s	term	is	compossible—and	thus	cannot	be	actualized	together.	However,	there	is	a	
great	deal	of	disagreement	concerning	how	to	interpret	the	compossibility	relation,	which	
has	implications	for	the	viability	of	Leibniz’s	response.		
	 My	aim	is	not	to	engage	the	competing	interpretations	of	compossibility	directly.	
Rather,	I	will	develop	a	distinction	that	is	playing	an	important	role	in	this	dispute,	but	is	
rarely	discussed	explicitly:	possible	worlds	versus	possible	creations.	As	I	will	develop	this	
distinction,	a	possible	creation	is	anything	God	is	capable	of	creating	setting	God’s	wisdom	
aside,	while	a	possible	world	has	certain	additional	features—namely,	maximality	(i.e.,	it	
contains	as	many	things	as	possible)	and	harmony	(i.e.,	the	things	it	contains	are	
coordinated).	Possible	worlds,	I	will	argue,	are	a	subset	of	possible	creations.	Settling	
whether	this	distinction	can	be	maintained	and,	if	so,	how	to	characterize	it,	will	provide	a	
new	way	to	approach	the	question	why	doesn’t	God	create	everything	possible?	
	 In	Section	1,	I	will	present	two	competing	interpretations	of	compossibility.	I	will	
also	motivate	the	distinction	between	possible	worlds	and	possible	creations	and	show	the	
role	it	plays	in	this	dispute.	In	Section	2,	I	will	develop	the	distinction	by	examining	what	
kinds	of	things	God	is	capable	of	creating	setting	God’s	wisdom	aside.	I	will	argue	that	
possible	creations	must	be	both	logically	consistent	and	determinate,	but	they	differ	from	
possible	worlds	insofar	as	possible	creations	fail	to	be	either	maximal	or	harmonious.	
	

1. Compossibility	and	Possible	Worlds	
	
	 According	to	some,	compossibility	is	a	logical	relation,	i.e.	two	things	are	
compossible	if	they	can	be	instantiated	together	without	any	logical	inconsistency.	Call	this	
Logical	Compossibility.2	Assuming	that	there	is	a	meaningful	characterization	of	what	it	
means	to	say	that	one	thing	is	logically	inconsistent	with	another,3	compossibility	is	an	
equivalence	relation	on	the	set	of	all	possible	things,	partitioning	them	into	equivalence	
classes,	i.e.	possible	worlds.	Call	this	conception	of	possible	worlds	the	Logical	Conception.		

																																																																																																																																																																																			
characterizes	the	maximization	of	essence	in	terms	of	“the	maximum	effect	at	the	minimum	cost…”	(GP	7,	303	
=	AG	150),	which	sounds	like	a	nod	to	harmony.		
2	See,	e.g.,	Mates	(1986),	75ff.,	Rescher	(2006),	6ff.,	Chiek	(2016),	92ff.,	and	perhaps	also	Wilson	(1993)—
though	see	footnote	8	for	a	qualification.	There	are,	to	be	sure,	differences	among	these	views,	but	they	all	
agree	on	the	core	commitment	that	compossibility	is	a	logical	relation.	
3	There	is	some	difficulty	in	specifying	just	what	it	means	for	one	individual	nature	to	be	incompatible	with	
another.	Some	commentators	argue	that	each	individual	nature	is	per	se	compatible	with	every	other.	See,	e.g.,	
Cover	&	O’Leary	Hawthorne	(1999),	136ff.,	McDonough	(2010),	137ff.	Leibniz	himself	seems	to	acknowledge	
this	difficulty	in	De	Veritatibus	Primus:	“It	is	nevertheless	still	unknown	to	men	from	where	the	
incompossibility	of	different	things	originates,	or	what	makes	it	that	different	essences	can	be	mutually	
opposed,	since	all	positive	terms	seem	to	be	compatible	with	one	another”	(A	6.4,	1443).	
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	 The	Logical	Conception	is	certainly	elegant:	it	provides	a	straightforward	answer	to	
the	question	why	doesn’t	God	create	everything	possible?	It	is	logically	impossible	for	God	to	
do	so,	since	even	God	cannot	do	the	impossible.	But	this	elegance	has	a	cost.	In	particular,	it	
limits	God’s	power	in	undesirable	ways,	since	anything	but	maximal	combinations	of	
compossible	things	is	beyond	God’s	power	to	create.4	But	Leibniz	appears	to	cede	the	
possibility	of	two	scenarios	that	contravene	this	limitation.		

	
World-Apart	Scenario:	God	creates	only	a	single	substance.	
	
Misalignment	Scenario:	God	creates	a	combination	of	substances	that	do	not		 	
	 	 	 	 harmonize	with	one	another.	

	
According	to	Leibniz,	both	the	World-Apart	Scenario	and	the	Misalignment	Scenario	are	
within	God’s	power	to	create,	though	God	chooses	not	to	create	them.	
	 In	what	sense	are	these	scenarios	within	God’s	power	to	create?	In	a	certain	sense,	
the	only	thing	within	God’s	power	to	create	is	the	actual	world.	This	is	because,	for	Leibniz,	
the	actual	world	is	the	best	possible	world	and,	given	God’s	wisdom,	it	is	certain	that	God	
will	not	create	anything	but	the	best	possible	world.	In	another	sense,	however,	God	is	
capable	of	creating	anything	possible,	i.e.	anything	logically	consistent.	Thus,	a	possible	
creation	(e.g.	the	World-Apart	Scenario	or	the	Misalignment	Scenario)	is	within	God’s	
power	to	create	in	the	sense	that	God	can	create	it	setting	God’s	wisdom	aside.	I	will	return	
to	this	point	in	section	2	below.		
	 Leibniz’s	comments	about	the	World-Apart	Scenario	occur	in	a	variety	of	contexts	
with	a	variety	of	aims,	but	here	is	a	particularly	poetic	statement	from	Discourse	on	
Metaphysics	§32:	
	

We	also	see	that	every	substance	has	a	perfect	spontaneity	(which	becomes	freedom	in	
intelligent	substances),	that	everything	that	happens	to	it	is	a	consequence	of	its	idea	or	of	
its	being,	and	that	nothing	determines	it,	except	God	alone.	And	that	is	why	a	person	of	very	
exalted	mind,	revered	for	her	saintliness,	was	in	the	habit	of	saying	that	the	soul	must	often	
think	as	if	there	were	nothing	but	God	and	itself	in	the	world.	(A	6.4,	1581	=	AG	64)	

	
The	claim	that	everything	that	happens	to	a	substance	arises	from	its	own	being	can	be	
called	the	“World-Apart	Doctrine”;	the	scenario	in	which	only	a	single	substance	exists	can	
be	called	the	“World-Apart	Scenario”.5	Though	the	passage	above	only	intimates	the	
possibility	of	the	World-Apart	Scenario,	Leibniz	explicitly	admits	its	possibility	in	other	
																																																								
4	Messina	&	Rutherford	(2009),	965	also	develop	this	objection.	Notice	that	this	follows	only	if	the	existence	
of	a	given	substance	logically	entails	the	existence	of	all	other	substances	with	which	it	is	compossible.	Mates	
(1986)	and	Rescher	(2006)	make	this	claim	explicitly	on	the	basis	of	a	strong	reading	of	Leibniz’s	doctrine	of	
universal	expression:	since	each	substance	expresses	all	other	substances	occupying	the	same	world,	and	
since	expression	requires	the	existence	that	which	is	expressed,	the	existence	of	one	substance	logically	
entails	the	existence	of	all	the	substances	that	it	expresses,	i.e.	all	compossible	substances.	Other	advocates	of	
the	Logical	Conception	pull	back	a	bit—e.g.,	see	Chiek	(2016).	See	also	Harmer	(2016),	56ff.	for	a	discussion	of	
how	the	Logical	Conception	can	consistently	deny	that	the	existence	of	one	substance	logically	entails	the	
existence	of	all	other	compossible	substances.	
5	This	terminology	is	inspired	by	Sleigh	(1990),	180.	See	Harmer	(2016)	for	a	detailed	discussion	of	a	variety	
of	the	relevant	texts.	
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texts,	perhaps	most	explicitly	in	a	letter	to	Des	Bosses:	“he	[God]	could	do	it	absolutely,	but	
not	hypothetically,	because	he	decided	to	act	always	most	wisely	and	most	harmoniously”	
(GP	2,	496	=	LDB	339).	Thus,	according	to	Leibniz,	God	can	create	the	World-Apart	
Scenario,	but	won’t.	
	 The	possibility	of	the	World-Apart	Scenario	entails	the	more	general	view	that	God	
can	create	sub-maximal	combinations	of	substances.	So,	for	example,	God	can	create	Judas	
and	only	Judas,	or	only	Judas	and	Peter,	and	so	on.	This	presents	a	stumbling	block	to	the	
Logical	Conception	because	on	the	Logical	Conception,	the	World-Apart	Scenario	and	its	
entailments	are,	strictly	speaking,	impossible.6	
	 The	Misalignment	Scenario	is	arguably	on	the	same	modal	footing	as	the	World-
Apart	Scenario.	In	a	reply	to	Bayle’s	objections	to	the	New	System,	Leibniz	acknowledges	
that	God	can	create	substances	whose	perceptions	do	not	align	with	each	other.	Leibniz	
writes,	“God	could	have	given	each	substance	its	own	phenomena,	independent	of	all	
others;	but	in	so	doing	he	would	have	made	as	many	unconnected	worlds,	so	to	speak,	as	
there	are	substances…”	(GP	4,	519	=	WFN	81).	If	the	Misalignment	Scenario	is	a	genuine	
metaphysical	possibility,	it	appears	to	comprise	the	following	two	general	cases.	First,	God	
can	create,	e.g.,	Judas,	who	perceives	a	world	in	which	he	betrays	Jesus,	and	also	create	
Peter,	who	perceives	a	world	in	which	Judas	remains	loyal.	That	is,	God	can	create	two	(or	
more)	substances	that	do	not	harmonize	with	one	another.	Second,	God	can	create,	e.g.,	the	
actual	world,	which	contains	everything	the	actual	world	contains,	and	also	create	another	
world	with	a	completely	different	series	of	events.	That	is,	God	can	create	two	(or	more)	
“unconnected	worlds”.	
	 In	a	text	from	1676,	Leibniz	writes,	
	

[I]t	follows	that	infinitely	many	other	spaces	and	other	worlds	can	exist,	in	such	a	way	that	
between	these	and	ours	there	will	be	no	distance,	if	there	exist	certain	minds	to	which	other	
things	appear	which	are	in	no	respect	consistent	with	ours.	(A	6.3,	511	=	DSR	65)	

	
Though	these	remarks	occur	in	1676,	which	might	raise	some	question	about	whether	this	
is	Leibniz’s	considered	view,	his	claims	here	clearly	line	up	with	his	later	remarks	to	Bayle.7	
	 Since,	in	order	for	the	Logical	Conception	to	answer	the	question	why	doesn’t	God	
create	everything	possible?	it	has	to	interpret	failures	of	harmony	as	logical	inconsistencies,	
the	Logical	Conception	delivers	the	verdict	that	the	Misalignment	Scenario	is,	strictly	
speaking,	impossible.	Insofar	as	this	result	is	out	of	step	with	the	texts	above,	the	Logical	
Conception	falls	short	here	as	well.	
	 Both	the	World-Apart	Scenario	and	the	Misalignment	Scenario	are	examples	of	
possible	creations,	which	are	not	possible	worlds.	There	is	textual	support	for	the	idea	that	
possible	worlds	are	maximal,	i.e.	closed	under	compossibility.	Consider	Leibniz’s	remarks	
from	On	Contingency	(1689):	
	
																																																								
6	As	noted	above,	this	follows	only	if	the	Logical	Conception	holds	that	the	existence	of	one	substance	logically	
entails	the	existence	of	all	other	compossible	substances.	Since	Chiek	(2016)	denies	this,	his	version	of	the	
Logical	Conception	might	be	able	to	sidestep	this	objection.	Still,	Chiek’s	version	of	the	Logical	Conception	will	
be	susceptible	to	obections	stemming	from	the	Misalignment	Scenario,	which	will	be	discussed	below.	
7	See	Griffin	(2013),	104	for	discussion	of	these	early	texts.	Griffin	also	reaches	the	conclusion	that	it	is	
metaphysically	possible	that	God	create	many	worlds—his	terminology	is	“intrinsically	possible”.	
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There	are,	in	fact,	an	infinite	number	of	series	of	possible	things.	Moreover,	one	series	
certainly	cannot	be	contained	within	another,	since	each	and	every	one	of	them	is	complete.	
(A	6.4,	1651	=	AG	29)	

	
Since	the	notion	of	a	world	involves	the	idea	of	completeness	or	maximality,	the	World-
Apart	Scenario	will	not	count	as	a	possible	world.	There	is	also	textual	support	for	the	idea	
that	possible	worlds	are	harmonious,	i.e.	that	the	states	of	the	individuals	in	a	world	align	
with	one	another.	Here	is	Leibniz	in	Theodicy	§9:	
	

For	it	must	be	known	that	all	things	are	connected	in	each	one	of	the	possible	worlds:	the	
universe,	whatever	it	may	be,	is	all	of	one	piece,	like	an	ocean:	the	least	movement	extends	
its	effect	there	to	any	distance	whatsoever,	even	though	this	effect	becomes	less	perceptible	
in	proportion	to	the	distance.	(GP	6,	107	=	H	128)	

	
Thus,	the	Misalignment	Scenario	will	not	count	as	a	possible	world.	Both	the	World-Apart	
Scenario	and	the	Misalignment	Scenario,	then,	if	possible,	are	not	possible	worlds.	I	think	
this	is	strong	evidence	that	the	distinction	between	possible	worlds	and	possible	creations	
is	cogent.	Insofar	as	the	Logical	Conception	cannot	maintain	it,	there	is	reason	to	resist	the	
Logical	Conception.	
	 Given	these	problems	with	the	Logical	Conception,	others	have	argued	that	
compossibility	is	an	extra-logical	relation.	On	this	view,	compossibility	must	be	evaluated	
relative	to	a	certain	system—e.g.	a	system	of	universal	laws	or	a	spatio-temporal	order.8	
Substances	are	compossible	if	they	can	fit	within	the	same	system,	and	incompossible	
otherwise.	Call	this	System	Compossibility.9	A	possible	world,	then,	is	identified	with	a	
saturated	system.	Call	this	conception	of	possible	worlds	the	System	Conception.		
	 Though	not	as	elegant	as	the	Logical	Conception,	the	System	Conception	has	much	
to	recommend	it.	In	particular,	it	seems	able	to	accommodate	both	the	World-Apart	
Scenario	and	the	Misalignment	Scenario.	This	is	because	God	is,	strictly	speaking,	capable	
of	creating	any	combination	of	individuals	whatever—there	is	no	logical	prohibition	as	
there	is	on	the	Logical	Conception.	God’s	reasons	for	not	doing	so,	then,	are	located	at	the	
level	of	God’s	wisdom	rather	than	God’s	power.	However,	the	System	Conception	therefore	
has	difficulty	answering	the	question	why	doesn’t	God	create	everything	possible?		
	 Two	versions	of	the	System	Conception	should	be	distinguished	at	this	point	
because	they	encounter	this	difficulty	in	different	ways.	On	the	Lawful	Conception,	the	
relevant	system	is	a	set	of	universal	laws.	If	there	is	a	set	of	universal	laws	under	which	a	
combination	of	individuals	can	fit,	then	these	individuals	are	compossible	and	together	
with	these	laws	constitute	a	possible	world.10	Part	of	the	motivation	for	this	approach	is	the	

																																																								
8	Certain	versions	of	the	System	Conception	still	argue	that	some	substances	are	strictly	incompatible;	
however,	this	point	can	be	contested.	I	will	discuss	this	issue	below.	
9	Commentators	who	provide	this	analysis	of	compossibility	are,	e.g.,	Russell	(1937),	Cover	&	O’Leary	
Hawthorne	(1999),	Rutherford	&	Messina	(2009),	and	McDonough	(2010).	As	above,	there	are	differences	
among	these	views,	but	they	all	share	the	same	core	commitment	that	compossibility	is	an	extra-logical	
relation.	Sometimes	Russell	(1937)	and	Wilson	(1993)	are	characterized	as	“hybrid”	views,	as	is	Brown	
(1987).	For	the	purposes	of	the	present	discussion,	any	view	that	builds	more	than	logical	consistency	into	
the	compossibility	relation	will	be	classified	as	extra-logical.				
10	See,	e.g.,	Russell	(1937),	Wilson	(1993),	Cover	&	O’Leary-Hawthorne	(1999).	
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difficulty	explaining	how	two	substances	can	be	logically	inconsistent	with	one	another.11	
In	light	of	this	difficulty,	the	Lawful	Conception	is	explicit	that	God	can,	strictly	speaking,	
co-create	any	combination	of	substances	whatever.	By	virtue	of	this	admission,	however,	
the	Lawful	Conception	is	forced	to	accept	the	unwelcome	conclusion	that	any	combination	
of	substances	is	compossible.	As	Leibniz	himself	claims,	any	combination	of	substances	can	
be	subsumed	under	some	set	of	laws	or	other:12	
	

For	just	as	no	line	can	be	drawn,	by	however	rash	a	hand,	which	would	not	be	geometrical	
and	have	a	certain	constant	nature	common	to	all	its	points,	so	also	there	is	no	possible	
series	of	things	so	disordered,	nor	can	any	reason	be	imagined	for	creating	a	world	so	
disordered,	that	it	would	not	come	with	its	own	fixed	and	determinate	order	and	laws	of	
progression.	(A	6.4,	1619	=	LoC	311)	
	

Thus,	any	combination	of	possible	things	will	be	compossible.	As	such,	there	is	no	way	that	
the	Lawful	Conception	can	explain	why	God	doesn’t	create	everything	possible.		
	 On	the	Cosmological	Conception,	by	contrast,	the	relevant	system	is	a	“spatio-
temporal	order”.13	Advocates	of	this	approach	take	their	cue	from	Theodicy	§8:	
	

I	call	a	world	the	entire	series	and	entire	collection	of	all	existing	things,	lest	it	be	said	that	
several	worlds	could	have	existed	at	different	times	and	different	places.	For	they	must	be	
reckoned	all	together	as	one	world	or,	if	you	will,	as	one	universe.	And	even	though	one	
should	fill	all	times	and	all	places,	it	still	remains	true	that	one	could	have	filled	them	in	
infinite	ways,	and	that	there	is	an	infinity	of	possible	worlds,	from	among	which	God	must	
have	chosen	the	best,	since	he	does	nothing	without	acting	in	accordance	with	supreme	
reason.	(GP	6,	107	=	H	128)	

	
If	a	combination	of	substances	fits	within	a	spatio-temporal	order,	then	that	combination	is	
compossible.	A	possible	world,	then,	is	identified	with	a	saturated	spatio-temporal	order.		
	 On	this	approach,	God	can	create	certain	unsaturated	spatio-temporal	orders—e.g.	
the	World-Apart	Scenario.	However,	God	is	incapable	of	co-creating	substances	that	do	not	
fit	within	the	same	spatio-temporal	order—e.g.	the	Misalignment	Scenario.	Messina	&	
Rutherford	(2009)	argue	that	this	limitation	of	God’s	power	allows	them	to	explain	why	
God	doesn’t	create	everything	possible.	This	is	because	it	is	impossible	to	create	everything	
within	the	same	spatio-temporal	order.	God’s	aim,	according	to	the	Cosmological	
Conception,	is	to	create	as	much	essence	or	reality	as	possible	consistent	with	creating	a	
world.14	

																																																								
11	As	mentioned	(see	footnote	3),	Leibniz	himself	appears	to	raise	this	concern	in	De	Veritatibus	Primus	(A	6.4,	
1443).	
12	Brown	(1987),	179ff.	and	Griffin	(2013),	96ff.	make	this	point	also.	
13	See,	e.g.,	Messina	&	Rutherford	(2009).	McDonough	(2010)	has	explored	what	happens	if	we	conceive	of	the	
relevant	system	as	an	actual	space	(143ff.).	There	are,	however,	important	points	of	disagreement	between	
McDonough	(2010)	and	Messina	&	Rutherford	(2009):	while	the	former	asserts	that	any	substances	are	
compossible	per	se,	the	latter	denies	this.	As	I	will	argue,	however,	Messina	&	Rutherford	(2009)’s	ability	to	
deny	this	is	open	to	objection.	
14	Messina	&	Rutherford	(2009)	are	careful	to	note	that	they	limit	God’s	power	only	in	the	sense	that	God	
cannot	create	certain	substances	as	a	single	world	(972).	
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	 Although	the	Cosmological	Conception	can	address	the	qualified	question	why	
doesn’t	God	create	everything	possible	as	a	single	world?	it	cannot	answer	the	unqualified	
question	why	doesn’t	God	create	everything	possible?15	To	be	sure,	God	cannot	create	
everything	possible	within	a	single	spatio-temporal	order,	but	what	prevents	God	from	
creating	many	different	spatio-temporal	orders?	The	Cosmological	Conception	has	given	no	
reason	to	think	that	this	is	beyond	God’s	power.	As	such,	it	has	failed	to	explain	why	God	
doesn’t	create	everything	possible.16		
	 As	I	see	it,	the	ability	of	either	the	Logical	Conception	or	the	System	Conception	to	
answer	the	question	why	doesn’t	God	create	everything	possible?	hinges	on	the	distinction	
between	possible	worlds	and	possible	creations.	This	distinction	has	been	used	to	object	to	
each	view,	though	in	different	ways:	the	Logical	Conception	can’t	accommodate	possible	
creations	while	the	System	Conception	can’t	rule	them	out.	Furthermore,	the	scenario	
causing	the	difficulty	is	different	in	each	case:	for	the	Logical	Conception,	it	is	the	World-
Apart	Scenario;	for	the	System	Conception,	it	is	the	Misalignment	Scenario.	To	my	mind,	
this	shows	that	settling	whether	the	distinction	between	possible	worlds	and	possible	
creations	can	be	maintained	and,	if	so,	how	to	characterize	it,	is	a	requisite	for	any	viable	
interpretation	of	Leibniz’s	answer	to	the	question	why	doesn’t	God	create	everything	
possible?	
	

2. Possible	Worlds	and	Possible	Creations	
	
	 In	this	section,	I	will	develop	the	distinction	between	possible	worlds	and	possible	
creations.	I	have	suggested	that	both	the	World-Apart	Scenario	and	the	Misalignment	
Scenario	are	examples	of	possible	creations.	In	this	section,	I	will	explain	how	this	can	be	so	
by	examining	how	Leibniz	describes	what	God	is	capable	of	creating.	
	 As	a	starting	point,	let	me	make	two	claims	that	will	frame	the	discussion.	First,	as	
noted	above,	in	a	certain	sense	the	only	thing	God	is	capable	of	creating	is	the	actual	world.	
This	is	because,	as	Leibniz	argues,	the	actual	world	is	the	best	possible	world	and	thus	the	
most	suitable	object	of	God’s	choice.	Given	God’s	wisdom,	it	is	certain	that	God	will	not	
make	a	sub-optimal	choice,	i.e.	God	will	not	create	a	world	other	than	the	best.	However,	in	
another	sense,	God	is	capable	of	creating	anything	possible.	Thus,	second,	my	approach	will	
be	to	ask:	what	things	count	as	suitable	objects	of	God’s	choice	setting	God’s	wisdom	aside?	
That	is,	what	features	does	a	thing	need	to	have	in	order	to	count	as	a	suitable	object	of	
God’s	choice,	aside	from	being	the	best	available	option?	If	God	cannot	choose	to	create	a	
thing	(in	the	sense	specified),	then	it	cannot	count	as	a	possible	creation.	Thus,	determining	
what	falls	within	the	range	of	suitable	object	of	God’s	choice	will	settle	the	range	of	possible	
creations.	

																																																								
15	As	Griffin	(2013)	puts	it,	the	Cosmological	Conception	can’t	give	a	reason	“for	denying	that	all	possibles	are	
actual	because	it	allows	for	the	possibility	that	all	possibles	are	compossible,	in	the	sense	that	it’s	possible	
that	they	all	exist	within	the	same	creation”	(Griffin	2013,	104),	if	not	within	the	same	world.	
16	This	is	not	to	say	that	no	such	explanation	can	be	given,	but	simply	that	it	cannot	be	given	in	terms	of	a	
limitation	on	God’s	power.	The	Cosmological	Conception,	like	the	Lawful	Conception,	has	to	appeal	to	God’s	
wisdom	in	order	to	explain	why	God	does	not	create	everything	possible.	Nevertheless,	the	Cosmological	
Conception	has	the	advantage	that	everything	possible	cannot	be	created	as	a	single	world,	so	it	is	an	
improvement	on	the	Lawful	Conception	in	this	respect.	
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	 I	will	argue	that	any	suitable	object	of	God’s	choice	must	be	both	logically	consistent	
and	determinate.	Consistency	is	an	uncontroversial	condition	on	what	God	is	capable	of	
creating.17	The	important	question	is	whether	this	is	the	only	condition.	I	will	argue	that	it	
is	not.	To	show	this,	I	will	develop	the	notion	of	determinateness.	I	will	then	leverage	this	
notion	to	characterize—in	general—the	distinction	between	possible	worlds	and	possible	
creations:	both	must	be	logically	consistent	and	determinate,	but	possible	creations	differ	
from	possible	worlds	insofar	as	possible	creations	fail	to	be	either	maximal	or	harmonious	
(or	both).	
	 Leibniz	claims	that	God’s	action	cannot	be	general	or	indeterminate	and	connects	
this	to	the	fact	that	the	possible	objects	of	divine	choice	are	themselves	incapable	of	being	
general	or	indeterminate.	He	states	explicitly	that	“…God	is	incapable	of	being	
indeterminate	in	anything	whatsoever:	he	cannot	be	ignorant,	he	cannot	doubt,	he	cannot	
suspend	his	judgement;	his	will	is	always	decided,	and	it	can	only	be	decided	by	the	best”	
(GP	6,	315	=	H	328).	This	claim,	however,	is	made	with	God’s	wisdom	taken	into	account,	
since	it	concerns	God’s	choice	of	the	best.	To	assess	whether	determinateness	applies	
setting	God’s	wisdom	aside	requires	further	consideration.		
	 In	describing	God’s	concurrent	action,	Leibniz	writes,	
	

Also	it	must	be	taken	into	account	that	the	action	of	God	in	conserving	should	have	some	
reference	to	that	which	is	conserved,	according	to	what	it	is	and	to	the	state	wherein	it	is;	
thus	his	action	cannot	be	general	or	indeterminate.	These	generalities	are	abstractions	not	
to	be	found	in	the	truth	of	individual	things,	and	the	conservation	of	a	man	standing	is	
different	from	the	conservation	of	a	man	seated.	(GP	6,	118	=	H	139)	

	
Though	the	scope	of	these	remarks	is	fairly	narrow,	since	it	concerns	God’s	conservation	of	
substances	once	created,	there	is	a	more	general	view	that	can	be	extracted	from	them.	The	
claim	that	God’s	action	cannot	be	indeterminate	is	based	on	the	fact	that	an	act	of	
conservation	is	particular	to	the	thing	being	conserved.	But	notice	that	Leibniz	connects	
this	to	the	fact	that	individual	things	do	not	contain	generalities	or	abstractions.	This	
suggests	that	God’s	act	of	conservation	is	particular	and	determinate	because	individual	
things	are	particular	and	determinate.	
	 As	Leibniz	claims,	the	creation	of	a	thing	does	not	add	anything	that	wasn’t	there	in	
the	state	of	possibility:	
	

Since,	moreover,	God’s	decree	consists	solely	in	the	resolution	he	forms,	after	having	
compared	all	possible	worlds,	to	choose	that	one	which	is	best,	and	bring	it	into	existence	
together	with	all	that	this	world	contains,	by	means	of	the	all-powerful	word	Fiat,	it	is	plain	
to	see	that	this	decree	changes	nothing	in	the	constitution	of	things:	God	leaves	them	just	as	
they	were	in	the	state	of	mere	possibility,	that	is,	changing	nothing	either	in	their	essence	or	
nature,	or	even	in	their	accidents,	which	are	represented	perfectly	already	in	the	idea	of	this	
possible	world.	(GP	6,	131	=	H	151)	

	

																																																								
17	As	noted	above,	there	is	some	disagreement	about	how	determinations	of	consistency	can	or	should	be	
made	(see	footnote	3).	However,	everyone	agrees	that	Leibniz’s	God	cannot	create	anything	logically	
inconsistent.	
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Since	God’s	Fiat!	changes	nothing	about	how	individual	natures	are	constituted	considered	
as	possible,	anything	present	in	these	individual	natures	post-Fiat!	must	already	be	there	
pre-Fiat!	This	means	that	if	every	individual	nature	is	particular	and	determinate	once	
created,	every	individual	nature	considered	as	possible	must	be	equally	particular	and	
determinate.	
	 To	further	develop	the	sense	in	which	any	suitable	object	of	God’s	choice	must	be	
determinate,	consider	how	Leibniz	characterizes	God’s	prospects	for	creating	a	sphere	of	
indeterminate	size:	
	

…[S]uppose	that	God	had	decreed	to	make	a	material	sphere,	with	no	reason	for	making	it	of	
any	particular	size.	This	decree	would	be	useless,	it	would	carry	with	it	that	which	would	
prevent	its	effect.	(GP	6,	232	=	H	249).	

	
Here	Leibniz	is	explicitly	concerned	with	the	fact	that	God	has	“no	reason”	for	making	the	
sphere	one	size	rather	than	another.	But	his	remarks	can	be	generalized:	since	the	fact	that	
the	sphere	is	indeterminate	is	what	prevents	God’s	decree	from	realizing	its	effect,	Leibniz	
is	claiming	that	an	indeterminate	decree	(or	a	decree	with	an	indeterminate	object)	is,	
strictly	speaking,	impossible.		
	 So,	according	to	Leibniz,	God’s	action	must	be	determinate,	which	means	that	the	
object	of	God’s	choice	must	be	determinate.	But	what	exactly	counts	as	determinate?	I	will	
consider	the	following	two	options:	
	

(1) Determinate	=df	fully	particular	or	complete	
(2) Determinate	=df	determined	and	distinguishable	

	
Each	of	these	options	has	some	textual	basis.	I	will	argue	that,	in	fact,	both	options	are	
legitimate	interpretations	of	determinate,	since,	for	Leibniz,	determinateness	can	be	
present	at	different	levels	of	particularity.	
	 The	motivation	for	construing	determinate	as	“fully	particular	or	complete”	arises	
from	the	similarity	between	the	remarks	Leibniz	makes	in	the	passage	above	and	the	way	
he	distinguishes	complete	from	incomplete	concepts	in	his	Letters	to	Arnauld,	also	using	
the	example	of	a	sphere:	
	

Thus	the	notion	of	sphere	in	general	is	incomplete	or	abstract,	that	is,	we	consider	in	it	only	
the	essence	of	a	sphere	in	general	or	in	theory,	without	regard	to	particular	circumstances,	
and	consequently	it	does	not	in	any	way	include	what	is	required	for	the	existence	of	a	
certain	sphere.	But	the	notion	of	the	sphere	Archimedes	had	placed	on	his	tomb	is	complete	
and	must	include	everything	belonging	to	the	subject	of	that	shape.	That	is	why,	in	
individual	or	practical	considerations,	which	are	concerned	with	singulars,	in	addition	to	
the	shape	of	the	sphere,	we	must	consider	the	matter	of	which	it	is	made,	the	place,	the	time,	
and	the	other	circumstances,	considerations	which,	by	a	continual	linkage,	would	in	the	end	
include	the	whole	series	of	the	universe,	if	everything	these	notions	included	could	be	
pursued.	For	the	notion	of	the	piece	of	matter	of	which	this	sphere	is	made	involves	all	the	
changes	it	has	undergone	and	will	undergo	one	day.	And	according	to	me,	each	individual	
substance	always	contains	traces	of	what	has	ever	happened	to	it	and	marks	of	what	will	
ever	happen	to	it	(A	2.2,	45	=	AG	70)	
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According	to	the	distinction	made	in	this	passage,	the	notion	of	a	sphere	in	general	is	
incomplete,	since	it	is	not	considered	with	respect	to	the	conditions	of	existence	in	some	
particular	time	and	place;	the	notion	of	a	particular	sphere,	by	contrast,	is	complete	and	
includes	these	things	as	well	as	enough	to	determine	“the	whole	series	of	the	universe”.		
	 To	connect	this	passage	with	Theodicy	§195,	a	sphere	in	general	is	not	available	for	
God	to	create:	the	decree	to	create	a	sphere	in	general	would	prevent	its	own	effect.	Rather,	
what	is	available	for	God	to	create	is	this	particular	sphere	or	that	particular	sphere,	each	
containing	all	the	relevant	detail:	time,	place,	material,	causal	history,	linkage	to	the	whole	
universe	in	which	it	exists,	etc.	A	complete	concept,	then,	is	determinate	in	the	sense	that	it	
is	fully	particular.	An	incomplete	concept	is	indeterminate	in	the	sense	that	it	is	missing	
particularizing	detail.	
	 There	are	also	textual	grounds	for	a	different	interpretation	of	determinate.	In	
Theodicy	§414,	Leibniz	characterizes	determinateness	by	using	another	geometrical	
analogy:	
	

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.	
(GP	6,	362-363	=	H	370-371)	
	

Leibniz	suggests	that	determinateness	can	be	realized	at	different	levels	of	particularity.	
That	is,	something	can	be	determinate	in	the	way	a	point	is	determinate—fully	particular—
or	something	can	be	determinate	in	the	way	a	locus	is	determinate—fully	determined	but	
containing	an	infinity	of	particular	points.	This	suggests	that	something	can	be	determinate	
in	virtue	of	being	distinguishable	even	if	it	is	not	fully	particular.	
	 For	example,	consider	the	actual	world	(i.e.	a	certain	combination	of	determinate	
things).	Now	ask:	what	would	happen	if	the	earth	had	two	moons?	Leibniz’s	answer	is	that	
there	are	many	different	possible	worlds	that	answer	this	question	in	as	many	different	
ways	as	possible.	Furthermore,	every	possible	world	in	which	the	earth	has	two	moons	
falls	into	a	locus,	which	is	itself	determinate,	even	though	it	contains	an	infinity	of	different	
worlds.	This	locus	is	determinate	in	the	sense	that	it	is	determined	and	distinguishable.	The	
worlds	in	this	locus	can	be	distinguished	from	worlds	not	in	the	locus	because	they	share	a	
determining	feature	that	the	others	lack:	the	earth	has	two	moons.	
	 So,	given	the	texts	considered	above,	determinateness	characterizes	everything	
from	individual	things	to	pluralities	of	worlds.	How	does	this	interpretation	of	determinate	
help	to	make	sense	of	the	distinction	between	possible	worlds	and	possible	creations?	I	
think	that	the	two	senses	of	determinate	presented	above	can	be	mapped	onto	the	two	
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scenarios	described	in	the	previous	section:	the	World-Apart	Scenario	and	the	
Misalignment	Scenario.	First,	the	World-Apart	Scenario:	since	an	individual	thing	is	
determinate	(i.e.	fully	particular),	it	can	be	a	suitable	object	of	God’s	choice.	This	means	that	
God	can	create	a	single	thing	all	on	its	own.	Second,	the	Misalignment	Scenario:	since	a	
locus	of	possible	worlds	is	determinate,	it	can	be	a	suitable	object	of	God’s	choice.	Of	
course,	a	locus	consists	of	infinitely	many	possible	worlds,	i.e.	combinations	of	individual	
things	that	are	themselves	determinate,	i.e.	fully	particular.	This	means	that	God	can	create	
a	plurality	of	worlds.	Finally,	possible	worlds	will	also	be	determinate,	but	as	I	argued	
above,	possible	worlds	will	be	maximal	and	harmonious	as	well.		
	 So,	the	notion	of	determinateness	provides	a	way	to	characterize,	in	general	terms,	
the	distinction	between	possible	worlds	and	possible	creations.	Possible	creations,	insofar	
as	they	must	count	as	suitable	objects	of	God’s	choice	setting	God’s	wisdom	aside,	must	be	
both	logically	consistent	and	determinate.	Since	determinateness	can	apply	at	varying	levels	
of	particularity,	this	provides	a	way	to	make	sense	of	the	possibility	of	both	the	World-
Apart	Scenario	and	the	Misalignment	Scenario.	These	scenarios	are,	therefore,	possible	
creations	and	have	to	be	reckoned	with	when	answering	the	question	why	doesn’t	God	
create	everything	possible?	
	 	

3. Conclusion	
	
	 In	conclusion,	I	will	suggest	some	ways	in	which	the	distinction	between	possible	
worlds	and	possible	creations	as	I	have	developed	it	can	be	utilized	to	address	the	question	
why	doesn’t	God	create	everything	possible?	Providing	a	basis	for	the	distinction	between	
possible	worlds	and	possible	creations	allows	for	a	reformulation	of	this	question	as	
follows:	why	does	God	create	a	world	rather	than	some	non-world-like	combination	of	things,	
i.e.	a	possible	creation?	Furthermore,	given	the	way	I	have	characterized	possible	creations	
above,	this	reformulated	question	can	be	broken	down	into	two	separate	contrastive	
questions:	why	does	God	create	a	world	rather	than	a	submaximal	combination	of	
substances?	and	why	does	God	create	a	world	rather	than	a	plurality	of	worlds?	Once	this	
question	is	broken	down	in	this	way,	different	answers	can	be	given	to	each	sub-question.	
First,	God	does	not	create	a	submaximal	combination	of	substances	because	such	a	
combination	is	incomplete.	That	is,	God	has	overriding	reasons	to	create	more.	Second,	God	
does	not	create	a	plurality	of	worlds	because	such	a	combination	is	unharmonious.	That	is,	
God	has	overriding	reasons	to	create	less.	As	Leibniz	writes	immediately	following	his	
admission	that	any	possible	series	of	things	has	some	order,	“[b]ut	just	as	some	lines	have	
more	power	and	simplicity	than	others,	so	also	do	some	series,	and	so	exhibit	greater	
perfection	with	less	wherewithal”	(A	6.4,	1619	=	LoC	311).	
	 These	results	are	consistent	with	a	variety	of	claims	made	concerning	Leibniz’s	
notion	of	compossibility,	which	I	take	to	be	a	strength.	However,	by	centering	these	
conclusions	around	the	distinction	between	possible	worlds	and	possible	creations,	a	more	
comprehensive	case	can	be	made	as	to	why	certain	possible	creations	are	not	favored	by	
God.	The	Logical	Conception	does	well	at	explaining	why	God	creates	a	world,	but	it	faces	
difficulty	because	in	order	to	do	so	it	claims	that	non-world-like	combinations	are	logically	
impossible.	The	System	Conception	does	well	at	accommodating	the	possibility	of	non-
world-like	combinations,	but	in	order	to	do	so	it	precludes	a	straightforward	explanation	as	
to	why	God	creates	a	world.	These	shortcomings	result	from	the	attempt	to	give	a	uniform	
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answer	to	the	two	contrastive	questions	I	formulated	above.	By	breaking	the	relevant	
question	down	according	to	the	two	ways	in	which	possible	creations	can	fail	to	be	possible	
worlds,	a	more	comprehensive	and	thus	more	convincing	account	can	be	given.	Though	I	
cannot	fully	develop	such	an	account	here,	I	believe	that	the	results	presented	offer	a	new	
approach	to	understanding	Leibniz’s	answer	to	the	question	why	doesn’t	God	create	
everything	possible?	
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