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The Great Chain of Being

Peter Suber, Philosophy Department, Earlham College

Here is a brief restatement of the vision of the great chain of being. I've put the various claims
comprising the vision into logical order to show that they form a single, large argument.

| include references to Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz in order to lead you to texts which clarify and
amplify these propositions. | have indented these references out of the way to allow you read the
main propositions without distraction.

1.

The top of the chain represents perfection in the highest degree. Most believers in the chain
call this God.

. The chain in its entirety represents all degrees of perfection from the highest and fullest to the

lowest and least; it is complete.
e Spinoza, Ethics, all possibilities are actualities: 43.7 (1.16 cor.1), 56.2 (1.33 sch.2), 56.8
(1.35), 62.5 (App. to Part 1), 66.9 (1.7 cor)
e Leibniz, Discourse §3.

. Hence the universe would not be complete if the chain did not extend all the way to the

bottom or if it had gaps in it.

. The universe is more perfect (in the sense that it is more complete) if all degrees of perfection

are represented in it than if only the highest is represented.

. This explains why a perfect God would create an imperfect world. It was not a mistake or an

imperfection; on the contrary.
o The most perfect (complete) universe must contain every kind of imperfect thing. Hence
imperfect things are not evidence of the imperfection of creation.
o Descartes, Meditations 111.8, 117.3.

. The bottom of the chain represents the least possible perfection, which is nothingness (as

opposed to evil).
e Descartes, Meditations 110.4.
e Spinoza, Ethics 37-38 (1.11.3d proof), 38.7 (1.11 sch)

. Hence, every point on the chain above the very bottom has some degree of perfection.

. Hence, any idea, insofar as it exists at all, has its share of truth.

o Descartes, Discourse 30.6; Meditations 94.3, 116.4, 117-18, 120.3.
e Spinoza, Ethics 85.8 (11.32), 86.3 (11.34); Treatise 250.8

. Hence, error is not something positive; truth is. Error is the lack of truth; error is privation.

o Descartes, Discourse 26.2, 29.6; Meditations 110.7, 115.7, 116.6, 120.4.

e Spinoza, Ethics 63.6 (Il def.4), 86.1 (11.33), 86.5 (11.35), 92.4 (11.43 sch); Treatise 246.n,
250.8, 261.6

o Leibniz, Monadology § 49.

10.Similarly, evil is not something positive; good is. Evil is the lack of good; evil is privation.

¢ Descartes, Meditations 114.5, 116.5.
e Leibniz, Discourse 8§ 4, 30.
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In general, being or existence is a perfection; to be is more perfect than not to be. What has
positive existence is good and was created by God; what is privation lacks being and goodness,
and was not created at all.

e Descartes, Meditations 97.5, 110.4, 121.5.

e Spinoza, Ethics 38.3 (1.11 sch), 38.6 (1.11 sch), 63.8 (Il def.6), 98.4 (11.49 sch)

o Leibniz, Monadology 8§ 40-41, 45.

It follows (from principle 11) that the idea of the being with all perfections is the idea of an
existing being. This is the ontological argument for the existence of God.

o Descartes, Discourse 27.8; Meditations 107.3, 121.5.

e Spinoza, Ethics 31 (I defs 1, 3, 6), 37.2 (1.11), 46.9 (1.20)

e Leibniz, Discourse § 23; Monadology §§ 40, 44.

It follows (from principle 9) that for propositions, truth is the default; and (from principle 11)
that for entities, existence is the default. If a proposition's truth is possible, we may assume
that it is actually true, and if an entity's existence is possible, we may assume that it actually
exists, unless there are special reasons to think not. Proofs of truth and existence tend to
follow from possibility alone; the burden of proof is on the denial of truth or existence.

e Spinoza, Ethics 37.5 (1.11.2d proof), 37-38 (1.11.3d proof), 99.7 (11.49 sch).

o Leibniz, Monadology § 45.

Dependence is an imperfection.
« Descartes, Discourse 27.3.
e Leibniz, Monadology § 50.

Hence, the things in the middle of the chain are dependent or contingent. (The nothingness at
the bottom is dependent in the sense that nothingness depends on the contrast with
somethingness.)

The being at the top of the chain is utterly independent or self-sufficient or absolute.
o Descartes, Meditations 104.3, 106.3.
e Spinoza, Ethics 31 (I defs 1, 3, 6), 44.2 (1.17), 56.5 (1.33 sch.2).
e Leibniz, Monadology § 40.

If A causes B, then B depends on A. Hence (by principle 14 above) B is less perfect than A.
Therefore a cause must be more perfect than its effect.

o Descartes, Discourse 26.3; Meditations 96-97.

e Leibniz, Monadology § 50.

Dependent beings, therefore, depend on more perfect causes than themselves, which in turn
depend on more perfect causes themselves, and so on, until the series comes to an end with
the most perfect, uncaused (or self-caused), independent being, which is at the top of the
chain.

e Descartes, Meditations 106.3.

e Leibniz, Monadology §§ 36, 40, 45.

It follows that, if there are any dependent beings (for example, ourselves), then there must be
an independent, hence perfect or absolute being (God). This is the cosmological argument for
the existence of God.



o Descartes, Discourse 26.6; Meditations 106.3.
e Spinoza, Ethics 38.2 (1.11 3d proof).
e Leibniz, Monadology 8§ 36, 40, 44.

20.God, then, is either self-caused or uncaused.
o Descartes, Meditations 106.2.

e Spinoza, Ethics 56.7 (1.34 proof).
e Leibniz, Monadology § 36.
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The Great Chain of Being: a powerful visual metaphor for a
divinely inspired universal hierarchy ranking all forms of higher and
lower life; humans are represented by the male alone. From
Didacus Valades, Rhetorica Christiana (1579). Reproduced here
from Anthony Fletcher's Gender, Sex, & Subordination.
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