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My dissertation is called “Prospects for Nothing: Representing Nonbeing and the Metaphysics of
Intentionality in Aquinas, Spinoza, and Leibniz.” It’s an exhibition of three independent articles I published as a
doctoral student:

· “On the Causal Role of Privation in Thomas Aquinas’s Metaphysics”

· “Spinoza on Relations”

· “Brandom’s Leibniz”

My title reflects a theme or set of related themes that I see running through the articles: how we can represent
nonbeing and how the representation of nonbeing illuminates the nature of intentionality and our fundamental
representational capacities. “Prospects for Nothing” stands for the question: What are the prospects for
“nonbeing,” or that which does not exist, to teach us about the nature of the objects of thought and what sorts of
(conceptual) representations we can form? What prospects, or possibilities, are there for “nonbeing,” or
“nothing,” to figure substantively in our philosophical theorizing about intentionality? The title is a tinge
tongue-in-cheek: how can there be prospects for what doesn’t exist, or which cannot be represented as existing?
Yet, as I bring out in my opening essay to the compilation, and in my three articles, this is, indeed, a substantive
philosophical question which deserves attention.

In the paper on Aquinas, I explicate the ontological status of privation as a form of nonbeing in order to
shed light on whether privation, as a kind of absence, can play a causal role for Aquinas, and if so, how.
According to Aquinas, privations in a subject serve to determine what sort of (efficient) causal relations that
subject can enter into, but, as nonbeings, privations cannot be the cause of the subject's entering into those
relations. In this way, I conclude, they cannot, for Aquinas, be efficient causes of effects distinct from the
subject. The paper unfolds this theme in three domains of Aquinas’s thought: his theories of being, truth, and
natural change. To frame the discussion, I chart a comparison between Aquinas’s views about the causal role of
privation and the mutually opposed views of David Lewis and John Haldane on causation by absence. While
Aquinas’s perspective overlaps in certain illuminating ways with each of Lewis’s and Haldane’s views, it differs
fundamentally from their positions in equally telling ways that bring out the uniqueness of Aquinas’s position,
deriving from the peculiarities of his notion of privation.

In “Spinoza on Relations,” I argue that, as ‘beings of reason’, relations occupy a shadowy place in
Spinoza's metaphysics while they play a distinguished role in our mental lives and possess a complex
epistemological status at the interface between being and its representation in the mind. I disentangle Spinoza's
concept of relations from his concept of universals, suggesting that there are grounds for regarding universals as
a separate type of “metaphysical being.” Spinoza discusses relations as ‘beings of reason’ in multiple early
texts: this paper focuses on the Short Treatise and the Metaphysical Thoughts. After delineating some of the key
differences between relations and universals as Spinoza conceives them, I gesture toward Spinoza's mature
conception of relations in the Ethics.
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In “Brandom’s Leibniz,” I discuss an objection by Margaret Wilson against Robert Brandom's
interpretation of Leibniz's account of perceptual distinctness. According to Brandom, Leibniz holds that (i) the
relative distinctness of a perception is a function of its inferentially articulated content and (ii) apperception, or
awareness, is explicable in terms of degrees of perceptual distinctness. Wilson alleges that Brandom confuses
‘external deducibility’ from a perceptual state of a monad to the existence of properties in the world, with
‘internally accessible content’ for the monad in that state. Drawing on Leibniz, I develop a response to Wilson
on Brandom's behalf. More broadly, the paper focuses on the problems posed by what Leibniz calls “bare
monads” to the coherence of Leibniz’s theory of degrees of perceptual distinctness. Bare monads are simple
substances which are constitutively unconscious but which, like all monads, are constituted by perceptions that
have some degree of distinctness.  This odd combination of features complicates the relationship between the
distinctions of conscious vs. unconscious perceptions, on the one hand, and distinct vs. confused perceptions on
the other. While one is tempted to ascribe some form of ‘experience’ to bare monads on account of the fact that
their perceptions are distinct to some degree, the fact that bare monads are unconscious seems to make this
impossible. Ultimately, I argue, it is possible to derive from Brandom’s theory the notion of a ‘flat’ reading of
monadic perception whereby the purported ‘experiences’ of unconscious monads should be interpreted in the
way suggested by the expression ‘my tire experienced a puncture’: perception, for bare monads and indeed for
monads fundamentally, involves a sot of ‘undergoing’ that is consistent with whatever level of consciousness
exists in each monad.

An introductory essay ties together these pieces of research, bringing out the philosophical potential of
comparing them. It reveals their common orientation around a specific theme: the possibility of representing
what cannot be represented as existing. The key philosophical point I try to draw out from my discussions of
Aquinas, Spinoza, and Leibniz in this essay is that it is possible to represent objects that not only do not exist,
but constitutively cannot be represented as existing. Privations, for Aquinas, and relations, for Spinoza, are
intentional objects of this sort; and I argue that, for Leibniz, the idea of unconscious perception can be viewed
as an object of this nature too. I emphasize how, for these thinkers, it is not the case that an object’s not being
able to be represented as existing is a property of the object. Rather, whether an object cannot be represented as
existing is a function of the way we form ideas about objects of a certain sort. Thus, having ideas of privations,
relations, and the (further) idea of unconscious perception tells us something about the nature of our mental
acts.  I draw out this lesson by explicating certain features of my arguments in my three essays, and–especially
in the case of privations and relations–by linking the unique features of mental acts that I trace with the
historical notion of a ‘being of reason’. At the end of the essay, I justify my comparison of my three essays as
governed by a distinct methodological principle, drawn from Leibniz’s insights about the combinatorial nature
of concepts.


