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LEIBNIZ AS AUTODIDACT: 
IS THIS SOMETHING HE LEARNED FROM OTHERS?
George MacDonald Ross, University of Leeds

The short answer to this deliberately paradoxical question has to be ‘No’, because Leibniz started teaching himself long before he had access to the works of other self-taught philosophers. All the same, it is a noteworthy fact that he was just one of many important philosophers of the seventeenth century who prided themselves as being largely self-taught. 
In Leibniz’s own case, he recollected having taught himself Latin from an illustrated Livy at the age of about 8, and then being given the run of his late father’s library. And even allowing for a certain amount of exaggeration, it is undoubtedly the case that much of what he knew by the end of his formal education he had learned for himself by reading and thinking on his own.
The first question I wish to consider is how his own experience fits with his philosophy of education. He wrote a number of documents on education at different periods in his life. In particular these are the New Method of Learning and Teaching Jurisprudence, which he published shortly after graduating in jurisprudence; the Letter on the Education of a Prince, which he wrote in 1686; and his advice to Peter the Great on modernising the Russian educational system, which he wrote towards the end of his life. 
Although these three works were written at very different times and in very different contexts, Leibniz is strikingly consistent in his approach. Its main features are:
First, that formal teaching should largely end by the age of 12 (or 14, as he sometimes says). To quote from the New Method (§41): 

From the age of 12 to 18, [the student] will be treated more freely, and he will be subject to his friends rather than to his teachers.

His idea was that students would attend an academy, where they would read books, correspond with each other, and network with intellectuals and other leading figures of the local community. Bearing in mind that this covers the age-range when people normally went to university at the time, one wonders what scope this leaves for the university as an institution. In all three writings, his silence implies that they should wither away, and be replaced by academies which trained people directly for the professions. 

He certainly had little good to say about universities. In a memo for Peter the Great, he remarked that German universities had ‘degenerated into pernicious corruption over the past two centuries’ (Concept, p.578). And in an earlier letter to his brother in 1691 (A.I.vii.683), he wrote as follows:
Obviously the nature of my job means that I cannot express an opinion which is independent of the concerns of princes. I would not be so bold as to reform the universities, and I do not know how far I should wish them to be reformed, except that I would judge that it would be better for there to be fewer universities and students, and more technicians and soldiers. . . . When other [students] were spending their time gambling or drinking, I spent it trying to push forward the frontiers of knowledge . . .
Here the unspoken message is that Leibniz himself thought that universities were a waste of public money, and that they should be either reformed or abolished; but he couldn’t say so openly, because he was a state official.

The second feature of Leibniz’s philosophy of education is that he is concerned almost exclusively with the syllabus. He goes into great detail as to what should be taught and when, and many of the subjects he includes would have been considered radical innovations. I might add that the amount he was expecting ordinary children to learn would tax any but the most gifted and dedicated learner, such as Leibniz himself. And in the Letter on the Education of a Prince, he expected a prince to learn five or six times as much, because of his superior abilities, his access to people with the best brains, and the time saved by having servants (p.548).
But as for how children should be taught, he is almost completely silent. I think the reason for this is that, apart from the earliest stages, he believed that they shouldn’t be taught at all. Instead, they should be put into a situation where they would learn for themselves, by reading, talking and writing — as Leibniz himself did, when not sat in front of a teacher in a classroom. This is one respect in which Leibniz was very much ahead of his time, since it is only relatively recently that the goal of student-centred or autonomous learning has become central to educational theory. Nevertheless, a teacher has to work hard to get students to learn for themselves, and Leibniz offers no specific advice on how to achieve this. In the New Method (p.274), he says:
The whole of this art is called didactics, since even those who learn spontaneously teach themselves, and hence they are called autodidacts.

But if students are going to teach themselves, they need to be taught how to do it, unless they are a rare genius like Leibniz.
Another indication of Leibniz’s student focus is the very title of the New Method. It is a new method of learning and teaching jurisprudence, with ‘learning’ first, and in extra large type. In the English-speaking world, we have recently gone through two revolutions, in which the word ‘teaching’ was first replaced by the phrase ‘teaching and learning’, and then the latter was replaced by ‘learning and teaching’, in order to emphasise the primacy of what students do over what teachers do. Unbeknownst to themselves, the most up-to-date educational theorists are no more than harking back to Leibniz. I have tried without success to find earlier occurrences of the expression, but even Comenius, whose slogan was that ‘teachers should teach less, and learners should learn more’, talked of ‘teaching and learning’ rather than ‘learning and teaching’. 
The third and last feature of Leibniz’s philosophy of education which I shall mention is also very modern, but not in a way I would commend. Apart from his pious inclusion of religion and ethics in the curriculum, his approach is almost entirely instrumental. The purpose of education is to produce a trained labour force, whether as workers or as professionals, and any broader, cultural remit is left out of account. Even in the Education of a Prince (p.546), he distinguishes three ‘degrees of perfection’: the necessary, the useful, and that which is merely a decoration. And the decoration consists of cultural and intellectual accomplishments. All in all, Leibniz comes across more like a civil servant in a 21st-century ministry of education, than as a humanist philosopher of the 17th century.
So far, I have discussed Leibniz’s autodidacticism quite generally, without any reference to philosophy. Although he based his claim to be an autodidact on his exploit in learning Latin from a book, he was also a highly original philosopher; but, paradoxically, philosophy is the one subject he doesn’t mention in his educational treatises. In his writings on the division of the sciences, philosophy plays a foundational role; but it simply doesn’t feature in his educational curriculum. This is all the stranger, given that, apart from tutoring Philipp Wilhelm von Boineburg in Paris from 1672 to 1676, Leibniz’s only experience as a teacher was that of teaching his own philosophy to aristocrats. 
Clearly Leibniz believed that philosophy was an activity worth pursuing and transmitting to others — so where did he think it ought to be taught? The obvious answer would be in his proposed academies, if only as a propaedeutic to the study of vocational disciplines. Unfortunately he doesn’t tell us, since his actual proposals for academies in various countries, in particular the Berlin academy, concentrate on research into science and technology. Indeed, it is not even clear whether the research academies he actively campaigned for were intended to be the same as the teaching academies he envisaged in his educational writings — probably not.
An alternative is that he thought that philosophy did not need to be, and should not be taught as a formal discipline at all. Philosophy flourished in Greece without any formal teaching, and the institutions that came into existence after the foundation of Plato’s Academy were much more loosely structured than the medieval or early modern European university. And in Europe itself, the emergence of scholastic philosophy within the university system was paralleled by a humanist tradition, which evolved outside the university, and drew on very different sources.
Although Leibniz was more sympathetic than most modern philosophers to the scholastics, he was also more sympathetic than most to the Renaissance humanists. Quite apart from his neoplatonic tendencies, one of his earliest publications was his Preface to Nizolio, which he wrote in an elaborate humanist style, unlike the classically incorrect style of Latin he used when communicating with academics. In his youth, he was ambivalent as to which direction he would take — renaissance humanist in the late-developing Germany, or modernising philosopher in the mould of Hobbes or Descartes. He could have believed that philosophy was not really necessary for the practical pursuit of science and technology (as most scientists of today believe), and that there would always be a sufficient supply of philosophically inclined intellectuals outside the university system to keep the subject thriving and developing. This, after all, was his own situation.
But should philosophy be taught at university at all? Leibniz doesn’t say. However, the course in life he chose was that of the modern philosopher rather than that of the renaissance humanist. This meant following the first generation of modern philosophers in their rejection of scholastic philosophy as still taught in the universities. Galileo (at least in later life), Bacon, Hobbes, Descartes, and Spinoza were outside the university system, and they developed their philosophies in conscious opposition to scholasticism. Indeed, as moderns with a new agenda, they had more in common with each other than divided them. Hand-in-hand with their rejection of scholasticism went a disparagement of the philosophy they had been taught at university, if they had attended university at all. 
In one sense, it is a truism to say that these innovators were autodidacts. Pace those historians who hold the revisionist view that modern philosophy and science evolved almost seamlessly from certain aspects of the scholastic tradition, there undoubtedly was a major shift in world-view roughly during the second quarter of the seventeenth century. This came not from what the moderns learned at university, but from their own reading, thinking, and writing. And as long as the works of modern philosophers were kept out of the university syllabus (as they generally were until the eighteenth century), the modern agenda could be pursued and developed only outside the university system, by thinkers working on their own, or through informal networks, such as the one managed by Mersenne. This was as true of Leibniz as of anyone else. 
Now a case could be made for saying that philosophy should not be taught at university, on the grounds that it is liable to become institutionalised. If it is taught as a body of doctrine to be handed down from one generation to the next, it loses the very freedom and originality which distinguished the moderns from the scholastics. However, there is no evidence that any of the early moderns held this view. They saw their philosophical systems as true where scholasticism was false or meaningless, and they were more than content that their own philosophy should replace scholasticism in reformed universities. Whatever Leibniz himself might have thought about the fact, Wolff’s version of his philosophy soon became widely taught in German universities. Nevertheless, as I said earlier, Leibniz’s general theory of education was that students should become autonomous learners at as early an age as possible, even if he did not explicitly apply this theory to philosophy as such. 
But is it in fact the case that the autonomy of the learner will inevitably be lost if philosophy is taught formally in an institution? Well, it all depends how it is taught. If it as taught as a doctrine, with students learning what their teachers and textbooks say, and regurgitating it in examinations, then they are not learning to philosophise. It may well be the case that this is how teaching was done in the seventeenth century, and it is not unknown for some teachers to teach like this even today. But there is an alternative tradition, running through the Socratic dialogue and the medieval disputation, in which institutional structures force students to think and reason for themselves. 
This is not the place to go into the details of how to ensure that philosophy graduates leave university equipped with the ability and mind-set to see things from different points of view, to come up with original ideas, and to argue rationally. But there can be no doubt that this is what Leibniz expected of a philosopher, whether or not he believed that it could be brought about through formal education in a university.
