
 177 

28. A Body is not a Substance1                        Aiv316 

[c. 1678-79?]2 

A Body is not a Substance 

but only a mode of being or coherent appearance 

 

1637  By ‘body’, however, I do not mean what the Scholastics compose out of matter and a 

certain intelligible form, but what the Democriteans elsewhere call bulk.3 This, I say, is 

not a substance. For I shall demonstrate that if we consider bulk4 as a substance, we will 

fall into contradiction as a result of the labyrinth of the continuum. In this context we 

must above all consider: first, that there cannot be atoms, since they conflict with divine 

wisdom; and second, that bodies are really divided into infinite parts, but not into 

points. Consequently, there is no way one can designate one body,5 rather, any portion 

of matter whatever is an accidental entity, and, indeed, is in perpetual flux. But if we 

say only this, that bodies are coherent appearances, this puts an end to all inquiry about 

the infinitely small, which cannot be perceived. But this is also a good place for that 

                                                
1 LH IV 1, 14b, leaf 1; 1 sheet in octavo, 11/2 pages. Previously published by Foucher de Careil, 
Nouvelles lettres et opuscules, 1857, p. 171f; edited for the Vorausedition by Heinrich Pfannkuch as 
Ve402: 1872 (Faszikel 8, 1989). 
2 There are no external clues for dating. The Akademie editors date it as from Leibniz’s Italian journey, on 
the grounds of similarity of content with Aiv314, citing Leibniz’s reference to the labyrinth of the 
continuum in connection with the establishing of the phenomenality of merely extended bodies. To me 
the contents suggest a date not long after the Paris period, since it continues not only the themes but also 
the language of the De Summa Rerum and the Pacidius. It is closely linked in content to Aiv277 and 
Aiv278, so I have assigned it to the same period of around 1678-79. One could argue that it was written 
after Aiv267 (Definitiones Cogitationesque Metaphysicae; 1678-9?), however, since there a body is 
defined as extended substance (albeit one containing sensation and appetite): but in both pieces Leibniz is 
offering an account of body that is distinguished from the purely extensive notion of the “Democriteans”. 
Robert Merrihew Adams believes this piece belongs to a putative period during which Leibniz 
entertained phenomenalism, prior to his rehabilitation of  substantial forms, “a decision he apparently 
made in summer 1679” (Leibniz: Determinist, Theist, Idealist, New York/Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1994; p. 236); see my argument against this in the introductory essay. Leibniz explicitly rejects 
phenomenalism in Aiv267; and seems to have reintroduced substantial forms by Winter 1678 (see Aiv365, 
especially n.2). 
3 ‘Bulk’ translates ‘molem’; see GLOSSARY under moles. Leibniz had originally written extensum, an 
extended thing. 
4 Leibniz had begun to write corporem, body, but crossed it out. 
5 Cf. Aiv365: 1988, and Aiv278, “There is no such thing as One Body”. 
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Herculean argument of mine, that all those things which are such that it is impossible 

for anyone to perceive whether they exist or not, are nothing.6 Now this is the nature of 

bodies, for if God himself wished to create corporeal substances of the kind people 

imagine, he would have done nothing, nor could he perceive himself to have done 

anything, since in the last analysis nothing but appearances are perceived. So coherence 

is the sign of truth,7 but its cause is the will of God, and its formal reason is that God 

perceives something to be the best or most harmonious, i.e. that something is pleasing 

to God. So divine will itself, so to speak, is the existence of things. 

                                                
6 Cf. Aiii58: 466 above: “According to certain ways of reasoning it follows that to be is nothing other than 
to be capable of being perceived”; in the accompanying footnote, I dubbed this the Principle of the 
Nonexistence of Imperceptibles. Cf. also Aiv360 above. 
7 Cf. “On the Secrets of the Sublime”, Aiii60: 474: “conforming sensations are the mark of existence”, and 
the accompanying footnote. 
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