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Among the most frequent complaints Leibniz levels against Locke’s epistemology is that the latter 
has completely failed to grasp the character of necessary truths, and, along with it, the character of 
the knowledge we have of them. In 1709, towards the very end of his life, Leibniz writes to Bierling:  

Although Locke's book on the human understanding contains much that is of great value, I found it 
fundamentally unsatisfactory. He did not adequately appreciate the dignity of our mind, nor did he 
adequately understand that the principles of necessary truths are latent in it, nor did he adequately 
distinguish these from others. (Leibniz to Bierling, October 24, 1709: G VII 485)  

Leibniz’s criticism of Locke raises a number of questions: How exactly should we understand his 
complaint that Locke has not given a satisfying account of our knowledge of necessary truths? 
And what would, on Leibniz’s view, such an account look like? This paper aims to shed some light 
on these issues, and thereby also on an important part of Leibniz’s epistemology as a whole.  

I argue, first, that Leibniz’s account of our knowledge of necessary truths and his criticism of 
Locke ought not to be characterized purely in terms of innateness, as commentators have 
sometimes done. Although Leibniz sometimes couches the difference between his account and 
Locke’s in nativist terms, his position at bottom reduces to a claim about our knowledge of the 
logical form of such truths. While Locke’s epistemology of necessity, like Descartes’, is built on an 
immediate, intuitive grasp of the ideas a proposition involves, Leibniz’s account relies on an 
analysis of the proposition’s formal structure. I further suggest that this reading can help us shed 
light on Leibniz’s notoriously obscure and conflicting claims regarding the relationship between 
our knowledge of necessary truths and our capacity for reflection. I conclude, finally, by 
highlighting that Leibniz’s position marks an important historical shift insofar as it fundamentally 
transforms the relationship between divine and human knowledge by letting the two differ in 
degree, but no longer in kind. 

 

 

 


