
The Leibniz-Des Bosses Correspondence 

Introduction 

 

Leibniz’s decade-long correspondence (1706-1716) with the Jesuit theologian Bartholomew Des 

Bosses is one of the high points of his philosophical career.  It is also his longest philosophical 

correspondence, with over 130 letters exchanged between the two men.  As in his earlier 

correspondences with Antoine Arnauld (1686-1690) and Burcher De Volder (1699-1706), it 

finds Leibniz engaged in a sustained effort to clarify and defend key points of his philosophy 

against the probing of an intelligent and determined critic.  The Des Bosses correspondence is all 

the more valuable for the fact that it occurs during the last decade of Leibniz’s life, when his 

philosophical views have reached their final development.  Within this period is written the 

famous Monadology, as well as the Essays on Theodicy, which Des Bosses translated into Latin 

under Leibniz’s supervision. 

 The Des Bosses correspondence covers a wide range of philosophical, theological and 

literary topics.  Best known is the sustained discussion of the Catholic dogma of 

transubstantiation--a key concern for both the Jesuit Des Bosses and the irenically-minded 

Leibniz.  As it is dealt with in the correspondence, the problem of transubstantiation merges with 

one of the most serious points of tension in Leibniz’s metaphysics: the status of “corporeal 

substances”--living creatures composed of an organic body and an immaterial soul or form.  

Although there is much to be said for regarding such creatures as substances, Leibniz’s theory of 

monads supports the conclusion that corporeal things in general are merely “phenomena,” which 

lack the full reality of substances.  Spurred by Des Bosses’s questioning, Leibniz is forced to 

reconsider this view.  The result is his introduction of the hypothesis of a “substantial bond” 
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(vinculum substantiale),1 an entity with the capacity to unite a plurality of monads in a single 

composite substance.  Although Leibniz appears ultimately to have rejected the addition of this 

hypothesis to his system, his careful treatment of what such an entity would entail throws 

considerable light on his deepest ontological principles. 

 The Des Bosses correspondence illuminates Leibniz’s views on numerous other topics: 

the nature of monads, the origin of rational souls, the analysis of the infinite, the compatibility of 

freedom and determination, and the doctrine of theodicy.  As might be expected, the 

correspondence also provides glimpses of Leibniz’s many and varied activities during the final 

decade of his life, and of his reactions to contemporary books and events.  Finally, and most 

intriguingly, the letters offer insight into Leibniz’s broader conception of philosophy: his attitude 

towards philosophical debate, his expectations of Des Bosses as a student and expositor of his 

philosophy, and his overarching concern for intellectual and religious accord.  Approaching the 

correspondence as a whole, one comes away with a much richer understanding of Leibniz’s view 

of the aims of philosophy and of its relation to religion and practical affairs. 

 

1. Background 

We do not know when Leibniz first met Bartholomew Des Bosses.  Their correspondence was 

initiated by a letter from Des Bosses dated 25 January 1706.  It alluded to a brief earlier meeting 

between the two sometime in the recent past.  In a letter to Giovanni Battista Tolomei of 17 

December 1705, Leibniz reports having received a copy of one of Tolomei’s books from Des 

Bosses.  This was presumably on the occasion of their first meeting, which thus likely occurred 

during the first half of December--in the town of Hildesheim (less than a day’s ride from 

Hanover), where Des Bosses resided and Leibniz had many contacts, or, more likely, in 
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Hanover, where Des Bosses may have traveled with the intention of delivering Tolomei’s book 

and making Leibniz’s acquaintance. 

 At the time of their meeting, Leibniz was 59 years old and one of the leading intellectual 

figures in Europe.  His reputation was secure as the most distinguished mathematician on the 

continent, and through his publications and correspondence he was known to all of the major 

philosophers, theologians, scientists and political leaders of the period.  The contrast with 

Bartholomew Des Bosses could not have been greater.  Born in 1668 in Herve, near Liège in 

what is now Belgium, Des Bosses entered the Society of Jesus in 1686.  By 1700 he was 

teaching at the Jesuit college in Emmerich.  Some time thereafter he moved to Hildesheim, 

where he met Leibniz and remained until 1710, when he was appointed a professor of 

mathematics (and later moral philosophy) at the Jesuit college in Cologne.  Apart from a two-

year stay in Paderborn between 1712 and 1713, he remained in Cologne until his death in 1738.2 

 From the beginning of their correspondence, Des Bosses made a strong case for attracting 

Leibniz’s attention.  Going beyond conventional flattery, Des Bosses proposed to Leibniz an 

intellectual project that was close to the older man’s heart and whose pursuit would inevitably 

raise a host of important questions about Leibniz’s metaphysics.  As Des Bosses described the 

project in his first letter, his plan was “to accommodate [Leibniz’s] ideas, saving so far as 

possible the substance of them, with the doctrines of Aristotle; or, rather, to accommodate the 

former with the latter, and with the dogmas of the Church.”  The ultimate goal would be a 

systematic presentation of Leibniz’s philosophy reconciled with that of Aristotle and Catholic 

theology.3  This was a goal similar to one Leibniz had pursued for many years, so he was 

understandably supportive of Des Bosses’s plan.4  Over several years, he encouraged Des Bosses 

in its pursuit, but in the end Des Bosses was unsuccessful in bringing the project to fruition.  Like 
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Leibniz, he complained of the many demands on his time that prevented him from concentrating 

on his philosophical labor, and as late as 1735, nineteen years after Leibniz’s death, he still spoke 

of it as a work in progress.5 

 Although the outcome of the correspondence was not the grand synthesis of which Des 

Bosses had dreamed, it was nonetheless a productive engagement for both parties.  The 

endurance of the correspondence for over a decade is evidence of the positive qualities Des 

Bosses brought to the exchange: his intellectual energy, his wide range of information about 

matters relating to the Jesuits, and his ability to both challenge Leibniz constructively on key 

points and to accept gracefully Leibniz’s occasional sharp retorts and critical assessments of 

positions adopted by the Jesuits.  Add to this Des Bosses’s success as the Latin translator of the 

Theodicy and as an intermediary between Leibniz and the Jesuit intellectual establishment, and 

one can understand why his letters continued to attract Leibniz’s attention year after year. 

 

2. The Role of Correspondences 

Leibniz’s exchange with Des Bosses is but one example of the many philosophical 

correspondences he conducted over the course of his life--correspondences that contributed 

vitally to the development and dissemination of his views.6  Within the Des Bosses 

correspondence itself, numerous passages reinforce the significance of such exchanges for 

Leibniz.  During Leibniz’s lifetime, learned journals had come to play an increasingly important 

role in the intellectual life of Europe.  Leibniz himself published widely in these journals on 

topics in mathematics, natural science and philosophy and was a strong supporter of them as 

venues for furthering the advance of knowledge.  However, like many figures of the period, 

Leibniz was cautious about the publication of his views.  This was especially true in philosophy 
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and theology, where unconventional opinions were apt to incite intemperate reactions, and the 

confrontation between inadequately defined and defended positions frequently generated more 

heat than light.  Leibniz believed that, ideally, the truths of philosophy could be demonstrated 

with the same degree of certainty as those of mathematics, and a significant portion of his early 

career had been devoted to a scheme (the scientia generalis) in which philosophical arguments 

would be reduced to formal proofs that would allow no room for quibbling or prolonged 

disagreement.  As Leibniz’s career progressed, the distance between this methodological ideal 

and his philosophical practice grew.  He continued to hope that his philosophy could one day be 

reduced to a demonstrative form, but he came to accept that that day was a long way off--in part 

because he lacked the means to express the relevant propositions in a suitable symbolism, in part 

because, as he himself admitted, he had yet to unite his views in a complete philosophical 

system.7 

 In the absence of such a system it was open to Leibniz to present his ideas partially and 

tentatively in learned journals--a course he sometimes adopted, especially when responding to 

the published criticisms of others.  However, Leibniz preferred to pursue philosophical debate 

privately through the questions and objections of select correspondents.  It was in this way that 

much of his most penetrating philosophy was written, beginning with his landmark exchange 

with Arnauld during the late 1680s.  Accordingly, although Des Bosses had held out the plan for 

a systematic presentation of Leibniz’s thought, there is no reason to suppose that Leibniz saw the 

correspondence as hinging on this outcome, or that he counted on Des Bosses to succeed in an 

endeavor in which he himself had failed.  What attracted Leibniz most strongly was the way in 

which Des Bosses’s questions pushed him to examine vulnerable points in his philosophy and to 

consider more fully its relationship to Catholic theology.8  On the latter point in particular 
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Leibniz stressed to Des Bosses that their exchange was a private one: an airing of ideas that were 

not yet ready to be presented to the public, where they would be open to misinterpretation:   

I do not think those things we have discussed in letters concerning philosophical 

matters are suited for communication in any sort of public way, for they are 

unorganized and not gathered together in a system, such as I was hoping for from 

you.  I have written these things for you, namely for the wise, not for any one at 

all; thus, they are hardly appropriate for the Mémoires de Trévoux, which is 

intended more for a popular audience.  I hope that you, by virtue of your good 

will toward me, would not allow them to appear in such an unsuitable place.9   

 Correspondences provided Leibniz with a space in which intellectual exchange could 

proceed in an open and unfettered fashion.  His letters became laboratories in which ideas could 

be tried out, challenges met with new speculations.  The price of this openness--evidence of 

Leibniz’s lack of dogmatism in philosophy--is that a certain indeterminacy enters the expression 

of his views.  What he writes to a given correspondent is inevitably conditioned by the 

circumstances of the exchange, the priorities of his interlocutor, and the particular problem being 

addressed.  More than this, just as Leibniz draws a distinction between public and private 

presentations of his views, so he recognizes differences among his correspondents based on how 

close they come to embodying the virtues of “the wise.”  It is safe to say that Leibniz speaks his 

mind openly in the correspondence with Des Bosses and that his private opinion of the Jesuit 

agreed with what he says of him in the Theodicy: “he has combined rare erudition with great 

acumen, which he displays in philosophy and theology.”10  We can thus be confident that what 

we find in the correspondence are Leibniz’s honest efforts to confront the problems Des Bosses 

raises and to reconcile his philosophy with the teachings of the Roman Catholic church.  
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Leibniz’s willingness to take up the latter challenge, an anomaly for a professed Lutheran, brings 

us to the correspondence’s center of gravity and the context in which his treatment of more 

specific philosophical issues must be addressed. 

 

 3. The Search for Accord 

Although Leibniz was wary of the controversy his more radical views might engender, he did not 

experience the immediate threats to his person that a Bruno, a Galileo or a Spinoza faced.  Safe 

in Protestant Germany, Leibniz could have published his views in a dogmatic and partisan way.  

That he did not was the product of his life-long commitment to discovering and promoting the 

harmony he believed to underlie both nature and human affairs.  In a Europe wracked by war and 

religious discord, this activity had an immediate practical end.  Throughout his career, Leibniz 

was a forceful proponent of peace, enlightened government and religious reconciliation, as 

means to achieving the greatest human happiness.  The reunion of the Catholic and Protestant 

churches was his most ambitious goal; and, when this failed, he fell back on the more limited 

objective of peaceful coexistence with the Catholic church and communion among the various 

Protestant denominations.11 

Leibniz’s conciliatory ideals, however, reached beyond practical matters.  They also 

informed his conception of intellectual inquiry and his view of what philosophers can, and 

should, hope to achieve.  A constant refrain in his writings condemns the spirit of sectarianism--

the dangers inherent in pitting one side against another--whether in religion or in philosophy.12  

In contrast to Bacon, Hobbes, and Descartes, who wrote as the fomenters of an intellectual 

revolution and forcefully defended the correctness of their vision of the new philosophy, Leibniz 

was the advocate of constructive engagement and gradual change.  As he tells Des Bosses in 



 8 

Letter 2, “in general, I have always felt it preferable to emend received opinions than to 

overthrow them.  For this reason, I have produced the conciliatory meditations that you in your 

kindness praise so highly.”  Underlying this openness to the views of others, and willingness to 

accommodate their positions to his own, is Leibniz’s conviction that a single truth underlies all 

philosophical inquiry, a truth that has been partially and confusedly perceived by those who have 

searched for it.  As a result there is a unity to the history of philosophy: it is evidence of a 

“certain perennial philosophy [perennis quaedam philosophia],” which Leibniz aims to recover 

from the disparate and often contradictory opinions of previous philosophers.13  Thus, he sees his 

primary challenge as that of overcoming intellectual differences rather than establishing the 

exclusive rightness of one position over another.  In natural philosophy, it is not a choice 

between Aristotelian and mechanistic forms of explanation; from his university days, Leibniz 

saw the truth as embracing aspects of both points of view.  Likewise different denominations can 

be seen as expressing the central teachings of Christianity in different ways; and at least part of 

the same doctrine can be found in the moral philosophy of the ancient Greeks and the natural 

theology of the Chinese. 

Presented in these terms, Leibniz’s philosophy might seem destined to end up an 

incoherent eclecticism.  Yet this is far from the case.  Neither his conciliatory rhetoric, nor his 

belief that progress often comes through the synthesis of prima facie opposing positions, serves 

to weaken Leibniz’s commitment to a determinate truth.  A well-defined set of theoretical 

principles provides the foundation for his own philosophy; and he makes it clear that certain 

views--those of Hobbes and Spinoza, for example--are mistaken at such a fundamental level that 

it is impossible to accommodate them within his system.14  Nevertheless, in most cases, Leibniz 

prefers to stress points of agreement over points of disagreement.  Opposed thinkers are working 
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toward the same end, the discovery of a common truth, and for this reason the collaborative 

method of the natural sciences (instituted in the nascent scientific societies of London, Paris and 

Berlin) provides a better model for philosophy than the medieval disputation.    

A critic might still object that in his eagerness to find agreement Leibniz risks glossing 

over equally significant differences.  It is simply not true, the critic contends, that most 

theological, metaphysical or moral views can be reconciled, so Leibniz is at best naïve and at 

worst duplicitous if he represents himself as thinking that they can be.  This charge should not be 

dismissed too quickly.  Throughout his writings, Leibniz defends the importance of preserving 

ordinary ways of speaking, while also distinguishing sharply between what is said loosely or 

vulgarly and what holds “in metaphysical rigor.”  In Letter 4 he tells Des Bosses, “I do not think 

we should depart from customary ways of speaking, which are related to appearances in much 

the same way as Copernicans speak with the vulgar about the motion of the sun.  We speak in a 

similar way about chance and destiny.”15  Reserving the right to interpret words in a sense 

different from what their speakers intend, Leibniz may have no trouble establishing agreement 

between opposing positions.16  But the cost of doing so is to devalue the intellectual harmony he 

prizes and to raise questions about the sincerity of his own assertions.  When a Copernican 

speaks with the vulgar about the motion of the sun, she is not accepting that the vulgar have 

equal claim to the truth about the sun’s motion; she is merely accepting that this is a convenient 

way of talking, one that accords with the sun’s apparent motion.  If this is how Leibniz 

understands the agreement between conflicting philosophical or theological views (particularly 

ones that conflict with his own position), then there is reason to question the significance of the 

agreement he claims to find.  In such cases, the appearance of agreement may mask substantive 

disagreement. Furthermore, if Leibniz is willing to affirm the assertions of opposing thinkers on 
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the condition that their words can be given a proper interpretation, then it may be difficult to 

discern when he is speaking in his own voice, asserting what he takes to be the truth “in 

metaphysical rigor,” and when he is merely paying lip service to the popularly expressed views 

of others.  Later, we will encounter specific cases in which such concerns can be raised.   

To raise such concerns is not to move for Leibniz’s immediate conviction on the charge 

of insincerity.  It does, though, highlight some of the difficult questions posed by his method.  Is 

it reasonable to suppose that the same truth can be expressed in both “metaphysically rigorous” 

and “popular” ways?  If so, are there clear criteria by which we can decide when two positions 

are saying the same thing and when they are not?  In adjudicating the agreement or disagreement 

between two positions, is one warranted in drawing a distinction between non-negotiable 

doctrinal commitments, and those that are, as it were, inessential--where there can be 

ineliminable yet “reasonable” disagreement between parties?  Such questions have been part and 

parcel of theological debate for centuries.  Yet they are not questions that Leibniz poses directly 

of his own philosophical practice, however relevant they may be.17 

 

4. Leibniz and the Jesuits: China and the Universal Church 

Leibniz’s engagement with members of the Society of Jesus dates to the earliest part of his 

career.  It reflects both the central place of Jesuits in the intellectual life of early modern Europe 

and their contributions through their missionary activity to the diffusion of learning and science.  

For these reasons Leibniz saw the Jesuits as the ideal propagators of his ambitious plan for a 

society devoted to the establishment of a “universal treasury” of knowledge.18  Leibniz’s 

personal contacts with Jesuits were extensive.  Prior to Des Bosses, there was Honoré Fabri, 

Athanasius Kircher and Giovanni Battista Tolomei--to mention only a few of the most notable 



 11 

figures.  When Des Bosses came calling, therefore, it was natural that Leibniz should take an 

interest in the younger man, both because of his stated plan of unifying Leibniz’s philosophy 

with Catholic theology, and because of the access he offered to the latest news of the Jesuits’ 

activities around the world. 

 Throughout their correspondence, Leibniz is eager to learn whatever he can from Des 

Bosses about the affairs of the Jesuits.  He is especially keen to gather intelligence about two on-

going crises in the Catholic Church in which the Jesuits played a leading role: the so-called 

“Rites Controversy” that threatened to bring an end to the Church’s missions in China, and the 

protracted conflict between Roman Catholic authorities and members of the Jansenist movement.   

 The first of these crises connected closely with Leibniz’s long-standing interest in China.  

From the early 1670s, he had collected whatever information he could of China, much of it 

reported by Jesuit missionaries who had arrived there in the 1580s, led by Matteo Ricci (1552-

1610).  Leibniz regarded China as a highly developed culture from which Europe had much to 

learn.  He was fascinated by the Chinese language, which he sometimes cited as a model for his 

universal characteristic, and by the parallels between Chinese and European philosophical 

thought.19 

 Leibniz’s knowledge of contemporary events in China received an important boost in 

1687 when he made the acquaintance of the Jesuit Claudio Filippo Grimaldi in Rome.  

Thereafter he corresponded extensively with Grimaldi and other Jesuits associated with the 

China mission.  The most significant product of these exchanges was the publication in 1697 of 

the Novissima Sinica (The Latest News from China), a collection of Jesuit reports on China 

which Leibniz edited.  The preface Leibniz wrote for the volume leaves no doubt about his 

admiration for Chinese society: 



 12 

If we are their equals in the industrial arts, and ahead of them in contemplative 

sciences, certainly they surpass us (though it is almost shameful to confess this) in 

practical philosophy, that is, in the precepts of ethics and politics adapted to the 

present life and use of mortals.  Indeed, it is difficult to describe how beautifully 

all the laws of the Chinese, in contrast to those of other peoples, are directed to 

the achievement of public tranquility and the establishment of social order, so that 

men shall be disrupted in their relations as little as possible.  (Cook and Rosemont 

1994, 46-7)  

By the time of his correspondence with Des Bosses, Leibniz was a recognized authority 

on China.  Whether or not his opinion was valued by Vatican decision-makers, as Des Bosses 

suggests in Letter 61, Leibniz closely followed the unfolding drama of the Rites Controversy.  

The crux of the controversy concerned the extent to which the Jesuits’ promotion of the Christian 

faith in China was consistent with the preservation of the traditional beliefs and customs of the 

Chinese.  Many Jesuits accepted the view of Matteo Ricci that the rites carried out by the 

Chinese in honor of their ancestors and Confucius were civil in nature and could be 

accommodated within Christianity.  Their critics, who included rival Franciscan and Dominican 

missionaries and much of the Catholic hierarchy, rejected this position, deeming the “cults” 

superstitious and idolatrous.  From the outset, the issue was bound up with larger political 

questions: struggles for dominance among different factions within the Catholic church, and 

among different national interests vying for influence in southeast Asia.20 

Leibniz was a strong supporter of the accommodationists’ position.  To Des Bosses he 

sharply criticizes the pope’s failure to take a decisive stand on the issue, and predicts the end of 

the Jesuits’ mission if the pope should command Chinese Christians to abstain from the 



 13 

customary honors shown to Confucius and their ancestors (Letter 87).  At the same time, 

Leibniz’s own position went beyond anything envisioned by the accommodationists.  Where 

they sought a peaceful coexistence between Christianity and Chinese cultural practices, Leibniz 

aimed to expose a more fundamental harmony between Christian beliefs and what he describes 

as the natural theology of the Chinese.  In a Latin essay sent to Des Bosses in 1709, he makes the 

case for the presence of the concepts of God and an immaterial soul in Chinese thought, and 

suggests that “their most venerable precepts of life hold out the strong hope of actually [being] 

doctrines of a religion of salvation.”21  These themes are pursued at greater length in the 

Discourse on the Natural Theology of the Chinese, a work that remained unfinished at his death.  

Summarizing its contents for Des Bosses in Letter 135, he writes: 

In it I consider the Chinese doctrines concerning God, spirits, and the human soul; 

and I use those very authorities whom Niccolò Longobardi of your order and 

Antonio de St. Maria, a Franciscan, adduced in order to prove the Chinese, as well 

as the ancients, guilty of atheism.  They were so far from succeeding in this that, 

instead, all the contrary propositions seem to me most probable.  In fact, the 

ancient Chinese more than the philosophers of Greece seem to have come near to 

the truth…. 

 Leibniz’s praise for the insights and piety of the ancient Chinese is an anomaly in 

seventeenth-century Europe.  His willingness to ascribe, however tentatively, a “religion of 

salvation” to them, despite their lacking any acquaintance with Christianity, brings to the fore a 

theological question long debated within the Catholic Church: are those who, through no fault of 

their own, die without knowledge of God and a redeeming faith in Christ excluded from 

salvation?  In Letter 52, Leibniz acknowledges that the virtuous actions of a pagan, while 
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formally indistinguishable from those of a pious Christian, are nonetheless in some measure 

blameworthy, insofar as the pagan lacks the “virtual intention” to direct all her actions toward the 

highest good, i.e., God.  In this connection, though, Leibniz places greatest emphasis on the 

acceptance of a natural theology that includes belief in a just creator who embodies the 

perfections of goodness and wisdom, and the existence of an immortal soul, which is a 

prerequisite for the exercise of divine justice.  In other writings, he argues that the knowledge 

and love of God is sufficient for the attainment of the highest happiness, or blessedness, which 

there would be no reason to deny in the case of the Chinese, if their teachings included the right 

sort of natural theology.22 

 But would this amount to salvation, as a Christian understands it?  In the Theodicy, a 

work written during his correspondence with Des Bosses, Leibniz appears to assert that it would, 

and he offers this as a position acceptable to the Catholic church: “sundry theologians of great 

authority in the Roman Church itself have taught that a sincere act of the love of God above all 

things, when the grace of Jesus Christ arouses it, suffices for salvation” (G.vi.156/H 176).  

Leibniz maintains that, when prompted by the grace of Jesus Christ, the love of God is sufficient 

for salvation; and, he is flexible about the conditions under which this grace is offered.  The way 

he chooses to frame his position is revealing: “Supposing that today a knowledge of Jesus Christ 

according to the flesh is absolutely necessary for salvation, as indeed it is safest to teach,” 

nonetheless, it is possible for God to give this knowledge in many different ways, including the 

enlightenment of unbelievers at the moment of death.  “Thus, there are countless paths open to 

God, giving him means of satisfying his justice and goodness: and the only thing one may allege 

against this is that we know not what way he employs” (G.vi.157/H 177).  According to Leibniz, 

there is no necessity that a person possessed by a genuine love of God actually recognize Jesus 
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Christ as the source of the grace needed to sustain that love.  Thus, there is no reason to reject out 

of hand the idea that the ancient Chinese possessed a “religion of salvation.”23 

 In Theodicy, §96 Leibniz ascribes to the German Jesuit Friedrich Spee (1591-1635) the 

teaching that human beings are justified, or removed from a condition of sin, through divine love 

alone, “even without the intervention of the sacraments of the Catholic Church, provided one 

does not scorn them” (G.vi.156/H 176).24  Aided by grace, we attain through divine love the 

condition of perfect charity, wherein we replicate God’s goodness in all our actions, and this 

perfect charity is sufficient for salvation.  In Letter 83, Des Bosses takes issue with this section 

of the Theodicy.  He agrees that it is an accepted Jesuit teaching that perfect charity is sufficient 

for salvation.  However, he denies that it follows from this that those who are outside the 

communion of the Catholic Church can attain salvation, for such individuals (he claims) cannot 

exhibit perfect charity as long as they are separated from the Church.25  

 Leibniz’s response is unyielding: “whether anyone outside your church can have true 

charity is a question of fact, which is presumed to be possible until the contrary is proved” 

(Letter 84).  As we will see in the next section, Leibniz grants the Catholic Church’s infallibility 

on questions relating to salvation, but not on questions of fact.  While the proposition that perfect 

charity is sufficient for salvation may fall under the former heading, the claim that any given 

individual exhibits such charity does not.  Thus, there is no basis for the assertion that 

membership in the Roman Catholic Church is necessary for salvation.  In writings outside the 

correspondence, Leibniz sometimes entertains the more radical thought that the true Catholic, or 

universal, Church may not be coextensive with the Roman Catholic Church at all.  If, as he 

believes, the communion of the true Catholic Church is defined by the virtue of charity, then it 

may be correct to say that perfect charity cannot be realized outside the confines of the Church.  
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But in this case, there will be no reason to restrict the Church’s membership to Roman Catholics, 

or even to Christians.26 

 On the issue of salvation, then, we find a familiar tension in Leibniz’s position: while he 

is concerned to reach agreement with Des Bosses on the fundamental tenets of Christianity, he 

reserves the right to re-define what those tenets mean “in metaphysical rigor.”  On his account, 

nominal pagans such as the Chinese are as likely to achieve salvation as the most devout 

Christian, provided that they possess the correct natural theology.    

 

5. Jansenism 

During the first half of their correspondence, Des Bosses and Leibniz frequently exchange news 

and opinions concerning the Jansenist controversy.  As a theological movement, Jansenism 

developed in two distinct stages.  The first was initiated by the posthumous publication in 1640 

of the book Augustinus by Cornelius Jansen (1585-1638), bishop of Ypres, and was dominated 

by Arnauld, Pascal, and the members of Port-Royal.  In Augustinus, Jansen argued against the 

predominant Jesuit teachings concerning grace and free will, and sought to restore to the Church 

the true doctrines of St. Augustine.  According to Jansen, the views advanced by the Jesuits 

bordered on Pelagianism and should be rejected for the reasons educed by Augustine in his 

writings.27   

Central to Jansenism is the doctrine of “efficacious grace.”  Jansen maintained that, 

before the Fall, Adam and Eve needed only the general grace of the creator in order to perform 

meritorious actions.  In our present fallen state, more is required: an “efficacious grace,” earned 

for human beings by Jesus Christ, without which meritorious action is impossible.  Distinctive 

about this grace is that it does not merely render meritorious action possible, leaving its choice to 
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an agent’s free will.  Rather, efficacious grace infallibly brings it about that an agent loves God 

and chooses to act in a meritorious manner--and does so freely, without any diminishment of the 

will’s power to do otherwise.28  Furthermore, according to Jansen, God has preordained who is to 

receive efficacious grace and who is not; that is, God has predestined an elect for salvation and 

the rest for eternal damnation. 

 Reaction to these doctrines was swift and harsh.  In 1649, a committee of the Sorbonne 

censured five propositions which they claimed to have found in Augustinus and which they 

singled out as false, heretical, or contrary to scripture: 

1. Some commandments of God are impossible for righteous men, although they 

wish to fulfil them and strive to fulfill them in accord with the power they presently 

possess.  They lack the grace that would make it possible. 

2. In the state of fallen nature, interior grace is never resisted. 

3. In order to deserve merit or demerit in the state of fallen nature, freedom from 

necessity is not required in men; rather, freedom from constraint is sufficient. 

4. The Semi-Pelagians admitted the necessity of prevenient and interior grace for 

each action, even for the beginning of faith; but they were heretics in that they held that 

this grace is such that the human will can either resist it or obey it. 

5. It is an error of the Semi-Pelagians to say that Christ died or that he shed his blood 

for everyone without exception.29 

While there was considerable dispute about whether these propositions were really to be found in 

Jansen’s work, Pope Innocent X took them to represent Jansen’s position and in the bull Cum 

occasione (1653) declared them unacceptable to the Catholic church.  Thereafter, members of the 

clergy were required to sign a pledge expressly rejecting the teachings of Augustinus.  It was at 
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this time that Arnauld was censured by the Sorbonne and banned from its faculty, leading to his 

departure for the Netherlands where he remained in exile until his death in 1694.   

 The second wave of Jansenism followed on the publication in 1693 of Pasquier Quesnel’s 

four-volume Nouveau testament en français avec des réflexions morales sur chaque verset, 

commonly known as the Moral Reflections.30  In this work, Quesnel offered one of the first 

translations of the New Testament into French and presented a commentary on the text from a 

Jansenist perspective, further developing a theology based on the prayer da quod jubes.31  Upon 

the appearance of the book, tensions rose again, and Quesnel was forced to flee France and settle 

in the Low Countries, where he resided for a short time with the aging Arnauld.  In 1703 Quesnel 

was arrested in Brussels on the order of Philip V of Spain and held in the prison of the 

Archbishop of Malines, Humbert-Guillaume de Précipiano; but he was able to escape and 

eventually found refuge in Amsterdam, a fact known to Leibniz (Letter 12).  In the bull 

Unigenitus of 1713, Pope Clement XI condemned 101 propositions said to be found in the Moral 

Reflections. 

 For Leibniz, the Jansenist controversy raised a host of significant issues.  In his letters to 

Des Bosses, he walks a fine line between appearing as a detached observer of an internecine 

conflict within the Catholic church and a theologian intent on defending his own positions on the 

central topics of grace and freedom.  This duality is transparent in Letter 12 in a sentence he 

chose to delete from the version of the letter sent to Des Bosses: “For my own part, I must admit 

that I see no necessity for a grace efficacious in itself, but at the same time I also do not see what 

your order finds so reprehensible in Arnauld’s doctrine, and so in my opinion authors on both 

sides are acting out a pointless tragedy.”  The second half of this sentence summarizes Leibniz’s 

two principal criticisms of the way in which the controversy itself had been perpetuated.  First, 
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he assails both parties for their refusal to acknowledge freedom of thought and expression as 

fundamental values.  He makes this case most forcefully in Letter 24: 

[W]hat I find worst of all is persecution on account of opinions that do not 

encourage criminal acts, a practice from which honorable men should not only 

refrain, but which we should also abhor and work against so that others, over 

whom we have some authority, are discouraged from it.  It is permissible to deny 

honors and favors that are not owed to those who advance views that seem to us 

unfavorable; but I do not think it permissible to seize their property and, what is 

more, to threaten them with proscriptions, imprisonment, beatings and still more 

serious evils.  For what is this but a kind of violence, against which one cannot be 

secure except through a crime (by abjuring what one believes to be true)? 

With respect to the Jansenists, he urges Des Bosses, 

[L]et them write, let them defend their opinions.  Their errors should be 

overturned with equal arms, not by force and fear; no, on the contrary, let their 

errors stand: the evil in them is less than in the actions taken against them.  In 

truth, they die much more readily from neglect than suppression.  There would be 

nothing today of what you call Jansenism if hostile men had not provoked an 

uproar against the work of Jansen, in which more attention was given to 

partisanship than to the truth. 

But Leibniz finds the Jansenists no more tolerant of those with whom they disagree.  In 

Augustinus, he says, it seems that  

[Jansen’s] plan had been not only to bring back the theological system of 

Augustine in the schools, which could not be faulted, but also to drive out 
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opposing views such as those of the Pelagians and Semi-Pelagians, of which I 

cannot approve.  It is extremely harmful that freedom of thinking be restrained 

from day to day within unnecessary limits.  Suppose there are points on which 

some scholastics agree with the Pelagians, should they for that reason 

immediately be condemned?…  Thus, my view is the following: if Jansen or the 

Jansenist party had achieved their goal, servitude would have become still more 

onerous, and one could justly fault in Jansen an ill-advised zeal to condemn 

others.  

 Leibniz’s defense of what he calls the “freedom of philosophizing” draws further support 

from his second main criticism of the controversy, this one clearly directed at the pope’s 

condemnation of the five heretical propositions discerned in Augustinus.  Here the debate 

between the parties turned on whether these propositions are actually expressed in Jansen’s 

work, and whether the church can pronounce infallibly on this as a “question of fact.”  In their 

defense, Jansenists appealed to a distinction of fact and right: the church has a right to judge 

whether the condemned propositions are contrary to dogma, but it is necessary to establish first 

that they in fact are contained in Augustinus and that the sense given to them is that intended by 

Jansen.  On this point Leibniz is adamant: there is no basis for the assertion of the church’s 

infallibility on questions of fact; infallibility can be claimed only with respect to articles of faith 

necessary for salvation.32  Leibniz gives several reasons for adopting the principle of charity in 

interpreting Jansen’s writings.33  First, there is no way to tell, definitively, what an author has 

intended his words to mean.  Jansen may well have been using key terms in a sense different 

from his critics.  Second, in the case at hand, the most contentious terms--‘possibility,’ 

‘necessity,’ ‘freedom’--are often used in ways that fail to express well-defined philosophical 
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concepts.  Given this, the disputants may not clearly understand what they themselves are trying 

to say.  For this reason, Leibniz believes, we are justified--and indeed obliged--to assign their 

words the best possible meaning, i.e., that which maximizes the truth of their utterances. 

 On these grounds Leibniz is able to make the audacious suggestion that the bitter dispute 

between Jansenists and Jesuits over the freedom of the will ultimately comes to naught.  If the 

position of each side were properly understood, we would see that there is no real disagreement 

between them.  As he puts the point in Theodicy, §367: 

[C]onfusion comes most often simply from the equivocation of terms and from 

the little care that is taken to make notions distinct.  This gives rise to these 

eternal, and most often poorly understood, disputes over necessity and 

contingency, over the possible and the impossible….  I would not be surprised if 

at bottom the Thomists and the Jesuits, and even the Molinists and the Jansenists 

agreed among themselves more than one thinks.  (G.vi.332-3) 

Again, we face the vexing questions raised at the end of §3.  Leibniz’s ability to locate 

agreement between contesting parties hinges on his claim to have established both what the truth 

is and that this truth is what the contesting parties had intended to convey.  If this truth is the 

intended content of their utterances, or the content that the principle of charity obliges us to 

assign to them, then we may claim agreement.  What remains doubtful, however, is whether we 

would be able to convince the disputants themselves that this is where matters stood.  Thus, 

Leibniz’s assertion of an underlying agreement rings hollow. 

On the contested theological issues themselves, Leibniz aligns himself most closely with 

the Jesuits.34  However, he is by no means an uncritical supporter of their teachings.  On the 

topic of freedom, in particular, there is a vigorous exchange of views between the correspondents 
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that highlights important differences between Leibniz’s position and that favored by most 

Jesuits.  For the Jesuits of the seventeenth century, Jansenism amounted to little more than 

Calvinism, insofar as they saw it as denying free will and its operation in the acceptance or 

rejection of divine grace.  Among the Jesuits, the most influential author on this topic was Luis 

de Molina (1533-1600).  For Molina, God knows who is among the elect by what he terms 

“middle knowledge” (scientia media), a knowledge of what any creature would choose under any 

possible circumstance.  Crucially, for Molina, this knowledge is independent of God’s 

knowledge of His own decrees, for if God knew what a creature would do on the basis of 

knowing what He had willed to happen, then this would negate the possibility of creaturely 

freedom.  According to Molina’s definition, an agent is free if, with all the requisites for acting 

posited, the agent can act or not act, or can do one thing in such a way that she can also do the 

contrary.35  Basic to this account is the stipulation of the absence of prior causes that determine 

the will to one course of action rather than another.  Under this condition, the will possesses a 

genuine freedom that can be exercised in the acceptance or rejection of grace. 

 In Theodicy, §48 Leibniz strongly objects to what he describes as the “indifference of 

equilibrium” presupposed by Molina’s theory.  Since the will’s freedom is defined by the 

absence of any determination by prior states, he argues, Molina’s account assumes for the will a 

“chimerical” power of determining itself (G.vi.129/H 149-50).  In Letter 83, after his first 

reading of the Theodicy, Des Bosses challenges this criticism, suggesting that the two positions 

are not as far apart as Leibniz thinks.  On the account favored by the Jesuits, the object of the 

will is always the good as such.  Thus, the will always has a reason for acting, even if that reason 

is not sufficient to determine the will (which it cannot be if the will chooses freely).   
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Surprisingly, perhaps, Leibniz resists the opportunity to reinforce his agreement with the 

Jesuits on this point.  Implicitly invoking the principle of sufficient reason in Letter 84, he 

repeats his charge that “the power of determining oneself without any cause, or without any 

source of determination, implies a contradiction.”  At the same time, he stresses that this does not 

entail the metaphysical necessity of the effect.  Although it is metaphysically necessary that any 

action have a determining cause, this cause is not metaphysically necessitating.  In Leibniz’s 

preferred phrase, the determining cause “inclines without necessitating.”36 

 In the Theodicy, Leibniz associates this mode of determination with what he calls “moral 

necessity,” an expression he may borrow from Jesuit sources.37  Des Bosses agrees that among 

Jesuits this is an acceptable way of characterizing God’s choice of the best: although freely 

made, God’s choice is morally necessary, since any other choice would be incompatible with 

God’s perfection.  Des Bosses questions, however, whether this terminology can properly be 

applied in the case of human actions, especially acts of sin.  If Adam’s sinning were morally 

necessary, Des Bosses reasons, then it is hard to avoid the conclusion that God, who has created 

Adam such that he is predetermined to sin, is also the author of Adam’s sin. 

 Leibniz appears to take Des Bosses’s concern seriously, for in Letter 84 he responds with 

the following concession: 

I, too, would not say that there was a moral necessity to sin in Adam or anyone 

else, but only this: there prevailed in him an inclination to sin, and therefore there 

was some predetermination, though not one that was necessitating.  I 

acknowledge that this is a moral necessity in God of acting for the best, and in 

confirmed spirits of acting well.  And in general I should prefer that words be so 

interpreted that what sounds bad does not follow.  And so it is preferable never to 
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acknowledge a moral necessity except towards the good, because we should 

believe that a wise person cannot do things that are evil.  I do not know if I spoke 

differently on some other occasion; if I did, the wording was incautious and ought 

to be corrected, though the lapse was in the phrasing, not in the meaning. 

Focusing on the second half of this passage, we might see it merely as a hasty attempt on 

Leibniz’s part to frame his position in a way that is unobjectionable to the Jesuits.  But this 

would lead us away from the real differences that separate the correspondents.  Interestingly, 

Leibniz’s response does not address the charge that Adam’s predetermination to sin, which he 

here re-affirms, would render God the author of Adam’s sin.  In the Theodicy, he treats this point 

at length, defending the view that God foresees and permits Adam’s sin, without either 

compromising Adam’s freedom or making God the author of Adam’s sin.38  Here, Leibniz takes 

Des Bosses’s criticism to be limited to the charge that he has improperly applied the term ‘moral 

necessity’ to acts of sin, which Leibniz admits would be an error: “it is preferable never to 

acknowledge a moral necessity except towards the good, because we should believe that a wise 

person cannot do things that are evil.”   

But where exactly does the error lie?  Why is it wrong to attribute a moral necessity to 

acts of sin?  Leibniz’s statement suggests two possibilities: because the notion of moral necessity 

applies only in the case of inclinations towards the good and acts of sin are the result of 

inclinations towards evil, or because moral necessity applies only in the case of the wise, who 

“cannot do things that are evil” but are infallibly determined to choose the good.  The first of 

these explanations cannot be correct, for Leibniz believes that all inclinations are inclinations 

towards ends or objects represented as good (sub ratione boni).  While sinful acts are morally 

evil, they are elicited by inclinations that represent those acts as good.   So, the error must lie in 
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the misapplication of the notion of moral necessity to inclinations that, in principle, can fail to 

track the good, because they are directed towards false or merely apparent goods.  This is in 

contrast to the inclinations of “the wise,” who never mistake an apparent good for the true good, 

and hence cannot do things that are evil.  

 In the Theodicy, Leibniz almost always reserves the term ‘moral necessity’ to refer to the 

choices of God or the blessed, who cannot fail to do the best: “it must be admitted that God, that 

the wise [le sage], is led to the best by a moral necessity.”39  In these contexts, the term carries a 

deontic sense.  In signifies the incompatibility of God’s character, his supreme perfection, and 

the doing of evil.40  Significantly, Leibniz does not attempt to draw a distinction between the 

necessity that governs the determination of God’s will by the good and a putatively weaker 

notion of determination that is operative in the case of Adam’s inclination towards sin.  As we 

have seen, Leibniz affirms the existence of a “prevailing” inclination to sin that determines 

Adam’s choice with the same certainty as God and the blessed are determined to choose the 

good.  Moreover, he makes it clear in the Theodicy that the same account of free choice should 

be applied in both cases: 

There is always a prevailing reason that prompts the will to its choice, and for the 

preservation of its freedom it suffices that this reason inclines without 

necessitating….  The will is never prompted to action except by the representation 

of the good, which prevails over opposing representations.  This is admitted even 

in relation to God, good angels and souls in bliss; and it is acknowledged that they 

are no less free because of that. (§45; G.vi.127-28/H 148) 

In the case of both God and created beings, the necessity that Leibniz rejects is metaphysical 

necessity; in both cases, he opposes this to a type of determination in which a representation of 
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the good supplies a “prevailing reason” that prompts the will to choose.  In conceding to Des 

Bosses that the term ‘moral necessity’ should not be applied to Adam’s sinning, then, Leibniz 

must be using the term in a deontic sense: it is wrong to apply the term to Adam’s action, 

because Adam, in contrast to God, can do evil. 

In Letter 86, Des Bosses points to several passages in the Theodicy where Leibniz, in 

fact, seems to commit himself to the moral necessity of sinful acts.  The most notable is 

Theodicy, §282, where Leibniz argues that it is essential to understand clearly the distinction 

“between metaphysical necessity and moral necessity”: “One can say in a certain sense that it is 

necessary that the blessed not sin; that demons and the damned sin; that God himself should 

choose the best; that man follows the course that in the end attracts him the most.  But this 

necessity is not opposed to contingency” (G.vi.284).  Here Leibniz uses ‘moral necessity’ in a 

sense different from that canvassed above.  Again, he defends a univocal explanation of free 

action in God, the blessed, “demons and the damned,” and all human beings, in whom the will is 

determined to choose the greatest apparent good.  But ‘moral necessity’ now is used to 

characterize the mode of determination itself: it is morally necessary that any will choose that 

which is represented to it as the greatest good.41  Des Bosses isolates this as the key point on 

which Leibniz’s account diverges from that of the Jesuits.  The Jesuits do not deny that, in 

determining itself, the will acts for the sake of an object or end represented as good.  But they do 

deny that the will is constrained to choose the greatest apparent good, and that a failure to act in 

this way would imply a contradiction, as if the will had determined itself on the basis of no 

reason at all. 

 On the face of it, this might seem to indicate Des Bosses’ acceptance of the Molinist 

position.  In Letter 84, however, Des Bosses goes on to cite with apparent sympathy the rival 
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view of the Jesuit Gabriel Vasquez, whom he says agrees with Leibniz “that the will cannot 

choose one thing over another unless the intellect represents it more forcefully.”42  Although 

Vasquez affirms this thesis, Des Bosses believes that he can avoid the objectionable 

consequences of Leibniz’s doctrine of moral necessity, because Vasquez includes in his account 

a provision for the suspension of choice:  

the will can suspend the choice of an object that is represented more forcefully, 

and then the intellect is determined by this very fact to consider motives that are 

for their part represented less forcefully.  On closer consideration, it follows 

ultimately from this that the intellect represents contrary motives more forcefully 

and thus that the will can choose the opposite.     

Des Bosses presents this as a position that cannot be reconciled with Leibniz’s principles.  

However, in Letter 87, Leibniz accepts Vasquez’s view as consistent with his own, a claim that 

is supported by what he says in Theodicy, §311.43  As described by Des Bosses, Vasquez’s 

account of the will’s suspension of choice anticipates the position defended by Locke in the 

second and later editions of the Essay Concerning Human Understanding.  And it is noteworthy 

that in the New Essays as well, Leibniz embraces this doctrine as his own.  If we have trained 

our mind in the right way, we will be able “to stop our desires and passions from taking effect, 

i.e. to suspend action.”  Then, “we can find ways of fighting against them, either by contrary 

desires and inclinations or by diversion, that is by occupying ourselves with other matters.  It is 

through these methods and stratagems that we become masters of ourselves.”44 

 In Letter 88, Des Bosses expresses his satisfaction with Leibniz’s reply, yet he concedes 

that he still does not understand how Adam could be created with a greater inclination to good 

than to evil and still go on to sin.  How could an Adam, who was morally upright at creation, sin 
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at all, if we do not grant to his will the power of determining itself, as the Molinists require?  

Leibniz offers his final word on the topic in Letter 89.  Granting that at Adam’s creation an 

inclination to good prevailed in him, the future inclination to sin was nonetheless predetermined 

in Adam: “for everything in things is in some way preestablished, and the past is pregnant with 

the future.”  The last phrase, familiar from Leibniz’s early writings, suggests that the act of 

sinning is an inevitable consequence of Adam’s earlier actions and inclinations, and that it 

follows from them by a moral necessity.  The point that Leibniz continues to insist on, however, 

is that this does not make God the author of Adam’s sin; rather, God merely permits Adam’s sin 

as part of the best possible series of thing.  On this point, Leibniz’s position remains constant 

over the course of his career.45  

 Leibniz’s exchanges with Des Bosses on the topics of freedom and moral necessity do not 

culminate in a definitive statement of his position.  However, like his exchanges with Arnauld on 

the questions of truth and contingency, they force Leibniz to be more explicit about his 

underlying principles and allow a fuller understanding of the tensions implicit in his position.  As 

we shall see, Leibniz’s extensive exchanges with Des Bosses of the topics of substance and body 

make a similar contribution to the clarification and elaboration of his metaphysics. 

 

6. The Metaphysics of Substance 

The best known sections of the Leibniz-Des Bosses correspondence are those devoted to the 

nature of substance and body.  In part, these discussions grow out of the correspondents’ shared 

interest in explaining the Catholic dogma of transubstantiation within Leibniz’s metaphysics.  It 

would be a mistake, however, to think that a debate about transubstantiation drives the 

correspondence as a whole.  As we have seen, many other philosophical topics are on the table, 
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and even concerning substance and body, the correspondents have much to say that is not 

directly traceable to the problem of transubstantiation.  Furthermore, however important that 

topic may turn out to be, discussion of it must be situated within the larger context articulated by 

Des Bosses in his opening letter: the project of accommodating Leibniz’s philosophy with the 

doctrines of Aristotle and the dogmas of the Catholic Church.  While the latter is an abiding 

concern for Leibniz, the former forces him to confront significant tensions within his own 

position.  Most importantly it points to the following pivotal question: does Leibniz’s 

metaphysics, like Aristotle’s, uphold the existence of embodied, living creatures (plants, 

animals) as paradigmatic substances, or does it take a sharp turn towards idealism, rejecting the 

ultimate reality of anything except mind-like monads?  The weight of this question can be felt in 

Leibniz’s writings going back to the late 1660s.46  For a long time, it was assumed that Leibniz’s 

“mature philosophy,” dating to the mid-1680s, was the metaphysics of monads.  More recently, 

this assumption has been challenged on a number of fronts, and it is hence necessary to adopt a 

more nuanced approach. 

 During the 1680s, the years leading up to and including the Discourse on Metaphysics 

and the correspondence with Arnauld, Leibniz’s theory of substance is premised on an account 

of the essential properties of substance.  According to Leibniz, these properties include: (i) being 

an intrinsic unity, or unum per se; (ii) being a principle of force or action; (iii) possession of a 

complete concept or nature, through which a substance is individuated; (iv) universal expression 

or “perception.”47  This is not an exhaustive list, but it includes the properties from which 

Leibniz purports to derive other essential properties of substance, such as indivisibility and 

identity through change.48  Here we are most concerned with the first two properties, which serve 

as the basis for Leibniz’s repudiation of Descartes’ conception of matter, and of the physics and 
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metaphysics associated with it.  The thrust of Leibniz’s attack is that the Cartesian conception of 

matter as res extensa fails both as an account of matter, and as an account of matter as substance.  

By itself, a merely extended thing lacks both a per se unity and an intrinsic principle of action.  

Hence, Descartes fails to explain the possibility of “corporeal substance,” or how any material 

thing can be a genuine substance.   

For Leibniz, this has enormous consequences, since on his view to be real at all, an entity 

must either be a substance or be explained in terms of the prior existence of substance.  Only 

substance is what he calls a “being per se”: an entity whose existence is not explained in terms of 

anything else (except the productive power of God).  Critically, Leibniz associates this feature of 

substance with its being a “true unity.”  As he writes to Arnauld, “I hold this identical 

proposition, differentiated only by the emphasis, to be an axiom, namely, ‘that what is not truly 

one being is not truly one being either.’” (G.ii.97/AG 86).  This axiom underlies Leibniz’s claim 

that one substance cannot be constructed from two substances and that one substance cannot be 

divided into two substances.  Similarly, it leads to a sharp distinction between genuine unities, on 

the one hand, and everything else: “phenomena, abstractions, or relations,” which owe their 

existence to the mind (G.ii.101/AG 89).   

Applying this axiom to Descartes’ position, Leibniz argues that a merely extended thing 

would not be real at all, since in the division of extension we never encounter anything that is 

truly one; we find only parts within parts to infinity.  In response to Arnauld’s claim that “it may 

be of the essence of matter to be devoid of true unity,” Leibniz counters that “it will then be of 

the essence of matter to be a phenomenon, lacking all reality as would a coherent dream, for 

phenomena themselves like the rainbow or a heap of stones would be wholly imaginary if they 

were not composed of entities possessing true unity” (G.ii.97/M 122).  If matter is real, it can be 
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so only in virtue of being constituted from things which themselves are per se unities or 

substances.  As Leibniz presents the argument to Arnauld, 

I believe that where there are only entities through aggregation, there will not 

even be real entities; for every entity through aggregation presupposes entities 

endowed with a true unity, because it obtains its reality from nowhere but that of 

its constituents, so that it will have no reality at all if each constituent entity is still 

an entity through aggregation; or one must yet seek another basis for its reality, 

which in this way, if one must constantly go on searching, can never be found. 

(G.ii.96/M 120)49 

 The thesis of the reciprocity of being and unity occupies a central place in the 

correspondence with Des Bosses, in part because Des Bosses confronts Leibniz with the 

principle as early as his second letter, demanding his views on certain Aristotelian theses, among 

them that “being and unity are convertible [Ens et unum convertuntur].”  To appreciate the 

import of this principle, we must see it as connected with another of the essential properties of 

substance, that of having an internal principle of force sufficient for the production of all its own 

states.  Putting these ideas together, we find Leibniz committed to the following theses: 

(1) x is a per se being, or substance, if and only if x is a per se unity 

(2) x is a per se unity if and only if x possesses an internal principle of force, 

from which follows 

(3)  x is a per se being, or substance, if and only if x possesses an internal principle of 

force. 

For Leibniz, a substance’s possession of a “primitive active force” explains how it is able to 

qualify as a true unity.  A substance’s primitive active force provides the basis for its persistence, 
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or identity through change: it determines that a succession of distinct states are states of one and 

the same substance.  Likewise, for a corporeal substance, the primitive active force explains how 

a plurality of material parts are united in one substance, whose unity is identified with that of the 

primitive force. 

Leibniz characterizes a substance’s primitive active force as a “substantial form” or 

“entelechy.”  The nod to Aristotle is intentional, for as Des Bosses observes, Leibniz aims to 

uphold certain basic Aristotelian principles, including the distinction between form and matter, 

where form is understood as an active power that brings about spontaneous changes in a 

substance’s state, and matter, a passive power that limits or resists changes in the state of the 

same substance.  On any rendering of Leibniz’s metaphysics, substance is conceived of in terms 

of some analog of form and matter, or active and passive power.  The hurdle any interpretation 

of his position must cross is determining what exactly these powers consist in, and whether 

Leibniz is committed to a univocal account of them.  On this point, the evidence is indecisive.  

During the 1680s, Leibniz seems to accept that substance, in principle, could be either an 

animated body, whose active power is an appetitive principle and whose passive power is the 

basis of its embodiment, or a soul or soul-like entity, whose active power is an appetitive 

principle but whose passive power is merely a capacity for confused perception.  Given this, an 

account of the essential properties of substance does not settle the question of the extension of 

the term ‘substance.’   It does not tell us whether the class of substances consists (i) exclusively 

of animated bodies, or corporeal substances, (ii) exclusively of souls, or soul-like substances, or 

(iii) of both corporeal substances and soul-like substances. 

Trying to pin down Leibniz’s answer to this question is exceedingly difficult.  Robert 

Sleigh has concluded that different positions are emphasized in the draft and final versions of the 
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Discourse on Metaphysics, and that in the Arnauld correspondence, Leibniz aimed to defend the 

corporeal substance theory as a viable position, even if he “did not intend to commit himself to 

[it]” (1990, 119).50  During this period, moreover, there is evidence of an important ambiguity in 

Leibniz’s conception of corporeal substance that has ramifications for his position in the Des 

Bosses correspondence.  In a text from the early part of the period, De mundo praesenti, Leibniz 

identifies the matter of a corporeal substance with what he elsewhere calls “primary matter,” a 

passive power that has no existence apart from the form or active power with which it constitutes 

a complete substance: 

Corporeal substances have parts and species.  The parts are matter and form.  

Matter is a principle of passion, or primitive force of resisting, which is 

commonly called bulk or antitypy, from which flows the impenetrability of body.  

Substantial form is a principle of action, or primitive force of acting.  But in every 

substantial form there is a kind of cognition, that is, an expression or 

representation of external things in a certain individual thing, according to which 

the body is an unum per se, namely, in the substantial form itself.  This 

representation is conjoined with a reaction, i.e. endeavor or appetite, according to 

this cognition of its acting.  This substantial form is necessarily found in every 

corporeal substance that is an unum per se.  So if beasts are not mere machines, it 

is necessary for them to have substantial forms, and these are called souls. (A 

VI.iv: 1507-8/LOC 285-7) 

According to the account presented here, which we will call the Unity View, neither the form nor 

the matter of a corporeal substance is an independently existing entity.  Both exist only as united 

in an animated body, which is an unum per se.51 
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 This account can be contrasted with another description of the components of a corporeal 

substance that appears in a marginal comment to Leibniz’s letter to Arnauld of 9 October 1687: 

But if one takes as matter of corporeal substance not the mass without forms but a 

secondary matter, which is the multitude of substances whose mass is that of the 

whole body, it may be said that these substances are parts of this matter, just as 

those that enter into our body form part of it, for as our body is the matter, and the 

soul is the form of our substance, it is the same with other corporeal substances.  

And I find no more problem there than in the case of a human being, where we 

agree on all that.  The problems that are raised on these topics originate inter alia 

from the absence usually of a distinct enough concept of the whole and the part, 

which basically is nothing other than an immediate requisite of the whole, and in 

a way homogeneous.  Thus parts can constitute a whole, whether it has a genuine 

unity or not.  It is true that the whole which has a genuine unity can remain 

strictly the same individual, although it loses or gains parts, as we experience in 

ourselves; thus the parts are only immediate requisites pro tempore.  But if one 

were to understand by the term ‘matter’ something that is always essential to the 

same substance, one might in the sense of certain Scholastics understand thereby 

the primitive passive power of a substance, and in this sense matter would not be 

extended or divisible, although it would be the principle of divisibility or of that 

which amounts to it in the substance.  But I do not wish to argue over the use of 

terms.  (G.ii.119-20)52 

The most striking difference between this passage and the previous one is that Leibniz here 

identifies the matter of a corporeal substance not with primary matter, or primitive passive 
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power, but with secondary matter [une matiere seconde], which itself is an aggregate of smaller 

corporeal substances.  To distinguish this account of corporeal substance from the previous one, 

we will call it the Composite View, since it conceives of corporeal substance as composed of a 

substantial form and a multitude of other substances, which exist independently of the substance 

whose body they constitute.  That we have before us two distinct conceptions of corporeal 

substance is reinforced by the second half of the passage, in which Leibniz notes that in another 

sense the matter of a corporeal substance could be identified with its primitive passive power.  

As he presents it, one of the distinguishing features of the Composite View is that, while 

secondary matter is unified in a corporeal substance, no part of that matter is essential to the 

substance.  The parts of a composite corporeal substance are immediate requisites only pro 

tempore: they come and go, while the substance itself endures.  By contrast, Leibniz claims that 

the primary matter of a corporeal substance is essential to it.   

 Leibniz raises this distinction only to set it aside with the comment that he does not wish 

to argue over the use of terms.  More is at stake, though, than merely a verbal point.  It is a verbal 

point that the term ‘matter’ has more than one sense, but those senses also support different 

accounts of the structure of corporeal substance.  On the Unity View, a corporeal substance is an 

ontological primitive: its form and matter have no existence independent of the existence of the 

corporeal substance.  On the Composite View, a corporeal substance’s matter is identified with 

an infinity of independently existing substances, and it falls to the substantial form to supply a 

unity to this ever changing mass, such that it constitutes the body of one substance.  In Leibniz’s 

mind, these two accounts of corporeal substance may not be genuine rivals.  The two views do 

not directly contradict each other.  Assuming that any corporeal substance has both primary and 

secondary matter, then its nature may be explained either according to the Unity View, taking 
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into account its primary matter, or according to the Composite View, taking into account its 

secondary matter.  Both views, however, face formidable challenges.  With respect to the 

Composite View, an obvious question is how a substantial form can confer a per se unity on the 

constantly changing collection of substances that make up the mass of its body.  With respect to 

the Unity View, we face the question of how stable the position is in Leibniz’s thought.  From 

the 1680s onward, Leibniz shows signs of being attracted to an idealistic conception of primary 

matter that renders it a principle of passivity or resistance in a soul or soul-like substance.  From 

this perspective, the theory of monads is the natural successor of the Unity View.  But with that 

theory introduced, we encounter a new and deeper problem of how to reconcile it with the 

Composite View. 

 These issues remain central in Leibniz’s exchange with Des Bosses.  As we will see, 

there is reason to doubt whether Leibniz arrives at a final resolution of them.  The open-ended 

character of his speculations about corporeal substance is evident in his correspondence with 

Arnauld, and things do not change significantly as his career progresses.53 

 This way of thinking about the development of Leibniz’s philosophy is supported by two 

related methodological points.  First, in reconstructing his position, we should reject the image of 

a philosophical theory as an atemporal, deductive system of propositions.  Leibniz’s philosophy, 

instead, should be seen as having the structure of a “web of belief”: there are foundational 

principles that he would not have thought of relinquishing; there are other, secondary 

propositions that follow in a fairly direct way from those principles; and there are more tentative 

claims that are loosely tied to core propositions but which could conceivably be abandoned 

depending upon how the theory develops.  The evolution of Leibniz’s theory is driven by its 

ability to resolve outstanding philosophical problems, meeting in this way the often competing 
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demands of experience, physical theorizing, and theological orthodoxy--to mention only three 

factors. 

 Propositions asserting the existence or non-existence, or reducibility, of corporeal 

substance, we suggest, are located towards the periphery of Leibniz’s theory.  They are theses 

that to some extent are up for grabs, depending upon the answers that are given to other 

questions.  On the face of it, this may seem at odds with the central role given by Leibniz to the 

notion of substance.  However, as already suggested, Leibniz’s certainty concerning the nature of 

substance is largely limited to the intension of the term ‘substance’ as opposed to its extension.  

That is, Leibniz has deep convictions about the essential properties of substance, but he is less 

certain about the class of things that instantiate those properties.  In particular, for much of his 

career Leibniz lacks any decisive argument for the conclusion that the class of substances either 

does or does not include corporeal substances.   

With this background in place, we are ready to turn to the discussions that precipitate 

Leibniz’s examination of corporeal substance in the Des Bosses correspondence. 

 

7. The Union of Soul and Body 

According to Leibniz’s hypothesis of the preestablished harmony of soul and body, God created 

the soul and body of any individual such that each acts according to its own laws while agreeing  

perfectly with the actions of the other.  Leibniz argues that this preestablished harmony provides 

the best explanation of both the apparent interaction of soul and body and their union.   

Although the hypothesis of preestablished harmony is most famously developed in the 

1695 New System, its predecessor--the “hypothesis of concomitance”--was presented to Arnauld 

and criticised by him.  Leibniz had argued in the Discourse on Metaphysics and in earlier letters 
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to Arnauld that while each substance expresses the entire universe from its own point of view, it 

expresses its own body most clearly.  Arnauld challenged this notion of expression, asking how 

it could be that the soul expresses the motions of the lymph vessels more clearly that the motions 

of the moons of Saturn.  To this Leibniz responded that the soul expresses the body more clearly 

than the rest of the world because it expresses the world through its expression of its body 

(G.ii.90/M 113). 

In the Arnauld correspondence, Leibniz links the soul’s expression of the body to its role 

as the body’s substantial form: “The soul… is the form of the body, because it expresses the 

phenomena of all other bodies in accordance with the relationship to its own” (G.ii.58/M 65-6).  

Reading this in conjunction with the Composite View, we might infer that a soul and its body are 

one in substance, i.e. a corporeal substance, simply in virtue of the relation of expression that 

holds between them.  A similar conclusion can be drawn from what Leibniz says about the union 

of soul and body.  In the Discourse, the correspondence with Arnauld, and the New System, he 

consistently argues that the hypothesis of preestablished harmony explains the union of soul and 

body, by which he appears to mean that it explains how the soul and the body together form one 

entity.54  

This aspect of Leibniz’s position received its most stinging critique from the French 

Jesuit René-Joseph de Tournemine in articles published in the Mémoires de Trévoux in May and 

June of 1703.  Tournemine took Leibniz to task for the weak notion of unity provided by 

preestablished harmony.  According to Tournemine, harmony cannot be said to guarantee the 

union of soul and body, but rather constitutes a mere relation between the two.  Addressing 

Leibniz’s famous metaphor of two synchronized clocks, Tournemine writes: 
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After all, correspondence, harmony are neither union nor essential connection 

[liaison].  Whatever resemblance one supposes between two clocks, even if the 

accuracy of their relations [rapports] were perfect, one could never say that these 

clocks were united because the movements of the one correspond to those of the 

other with a complete symmetry.55 

What is required, Tournemine claims, is not merely a moral or ideal union of two substances but 

a “real union” of soul and body, a union that is not “exterior but intimate: a union of possession 

and proprietorship.”56  Such a real union will show how no other soul but one’s own could 

animate one’s body and how no other body but one’s own could be animated by one’s soul.  It 

would explain how, even if all the substances in the world should stand in reciprocity (or 

harmony) with each other, the relation between soul and body in an individual is unique.   

Although Leibniz’s response was not published in the Mémoires until 1708, we know that 

he had turned his attention to Tournemine’s criticism by early 1706, for he refers to it in his final 

letter to the Burcher de Volder (19 January 1706) and in his first two letters to Des Bosses (2 

February and 14 February 1706).  In his letter to De Volder, Leibniz seems to dismiss 

Tournemine’s criticism as the demand for a kind of union that is unintelligible in itself and 

unsupported by reason: 

In the schools they commonly look for things that are not so much ultramundane 

as utopian.  Recently the clever French Jesuit Tournemine supplied me with an 

elegant example of this.  When he had praised somewhat my preestablished 

harmony, which seemed to explain the agreement that we perceive between the 

soul and the body, he said that he still desired one thing, namely, the reason for 

the union, which certainly differs from the agreement.  I answered that whatever 
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[nescio quam] that metaphysical union is that the schools add over and above 

agreement, it is not a phenomenon, and we do not have any notion of it or 

acquaintance with it.  Thus I could not have intended to explain it. (G.ii.281/AG 

184)57 

On the basis of these comments alone, we would have to conclude that Leibniz had little 

sympathy for a “metaphysical union” of soul and body.  His reasons for rejecting it are those of a 

sober-minded philosopher: we lack any distinct conception of such a union, and the phenomena 

can be adequately accounted for by the hypothesis of preestablished harmony alone; the 

postulation of a further metaphysical union is explanatorily idle.    

Leibniz’s published reply to Tournemine makes a number of the same points; 

however, in place of the skepticism that characterizes his remarks to De Volder we find a 

more concessive tone: 

I must admit that it would have been very wrong of me to object to the Cartesians 

that the agreement God immediately maintains, between soul and body, according 

to them, does not bring about a true [veritable] union, since, to be sure, my 

preestablished harmony would do no better than it does.  My intent was to explain 

naturally what they explain by perpetual miracles, and I tried to account only for 

the phenomena, that is, for the relation that is perceived between soul and body.  

But since the metaphysical union one adds is not a phenomenon, and since no one 

has ever given an intelligible notion of it, I did not take it upon myself to seek a 

reason for it.  However, I do not deny that there is something having this nature. 

(G.vi.595/AG 196-97) 
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Again, Leibniz claims that the metaphysical union of soul and body is not among the 

phenomena, that no one has succeeded in conveying an intelligible notion of it, and that, 

consequently, he has not sought to explain it.  In his letter to De Volder this set of assertions is 

accompanied by what looks like a rejection of a metaphysical union.  In his reply to Tournemine, 

Leibniz takes the opposite tack.  Although a metaphysical union goes beyond the phenomena, he 

does not for that reason deny that there is such a union between soul and body by virtue of which 

they constitute one thing.  He cautions only that our knowledge of this union is confused and that 

we can grasp it only by analogy.58   

The exchange between Tournemine and Leibniz occupies a special place in Leibniz’s 

correspondence with Des Bosses.  With his first letter, Leibniz forwarded to Des Bosses the 

autograph of his reply to Tournemine, which he had already sent to France.  Des Bosses replied 

in Letter 3 by pressing Leibniz on the issue of soul-body union, using Tournemine’s critique as a 

starting-point.  According to Des Bosses, the union of soul and body “cannot consist in a 

relational mode; for relations, like other accidents, presuppose an already constituted substance.”  

He continues:   

And it is for this reason that Aristotle denies that the parts of a substance are 

related, either to the whole or to each other, prior to the work of the mind.  

Indeed, since a relation is some order of one thing to another, what could this real 

order be when strictly speaking the thing is one?  It should not be concluded, 

therefore, that there is a real relation between the soul and the body, but only a 

relation in a manner of speaking, as they say, which arises in the first place 

through a mental abstraction of the body and the soul from each other. 
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Identifying his position with that of Aristotle and Aquinas, Des Bosses argues that it is a mistake 

to think of corporeal substance as resulting from a “real relation” between an independently 

existing soul and body.  Instead, priority must be given to the “absolute existence” of the “whole 

concrete substance,” from which soul and body, or form and matter, are abstractions. 

 Des Bosses himself, then, defends a realist conception of corporeal substance, a position 

not dissimilar to the Unity View.  Replying in Letter 4, Leibniz appears to affirm this conception 

of corporeal substance: “In general, the soul is an entelechy or primitive active power in a 

corporeal substance, through which the matter or primitive passive power of the same substance 

is completed; and by means of the modification of these primitive powers, actions and passions 

are produced in the corporeal substance itself.”  In a passage deleted from the draft of the letter, 

Leibniz is even more explicit, asserting of soul and matter that “each is as incomplete as the 

other.”  Beyond this, however, he has little to add.  In another passage deleted from the draft of 

Letter 4, he allows that “it is difficult to explain in a sufficiently distinct way, such that no 

obscurity remains,” how the modification of primitive active and passive power produces actions 

and passions in the corporeal substance.  And later in the draft he deletes the following text, for 

which there is no corresponding passage in the sent version of the letter: 

Those things you add about a union inferred from the existence of a composite 

perhaps belong to a deeper inquiry, for it will be one which will state that union is 

of the essence of a composite.  But perhaps it is not necessary now to plunge into 

these thornier matters. 

The last passage hints at the complexity of Leibniz’s view of corporeal substance and 

helps to explain why he initially seems reluctant to enter into a detailed discussion of soul-body 

union.  To all appearances, he is of a divided mind on the topic.  On the one hand, he assents to 
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the Aristotelian position that Des Bosses defends, according to which corporeal substance is 

constituted from primitive active and passive powers, neither of which exists independently of 

the other.  On the other hand, he himself frames the issue as involving the union of a composite, 

by which he presumably means a substance made up of prior, component substances--an 

assumption that Des Bosses rejects.  Leibniz’s published reply to Tournemine does not settle 

where he comes down on this question.  Referring to that text in Letter 47, Leibniz reiterates to 

Des Bosses that he does not deny “a metaphysical union of the subject [suppositum].”59  By this 

he means a conception of the unity of the human being according to which soul and body are 

truly one.  However, this does not tell us whether he conceives of this unity as a “concrete 

substance” that is prior in existence to both the soul and the body, or as a unity superadded to the 

soul and the body taken as independently existing entities.  In other words, assuming that Leibniz 

upholds the existence of corporeal substance as an unum per se, it is unclear whether he 

conceives of it according to the Unity View or the Composite View.   

On either reading, Leibniz does not conceive of the union of soul and body in the way a 

Cartesian would, as the union of two distinct substances.  On the Composite View, the soul 

qualifies as a substance in its own right (if only an “incomplete” substance), but the body does 

not; it is merely an aggregate.  Seen from the perspective of Leibniz’s reply to Tournemine, then, 

the Composite View presupposes a metaphysical union of the soul taken as substantial form and 

a mass of lesser corporeal substances that make up the (secondary) matter of its body.  Such a 

reading is not without textual support.60  The letters of the Des Bosses correspondence, however, 

give us reason to doubt whether the Composite View, so framed, is Leibniz’s considered 

understanding of corporeal substance.  One reason for doubt is his evolving stance on the 

ultimate constituents of reality.  By the beginning of the correspondence, Leibniz is inclined to 
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think that the only ultimately real things, in terms of which the existence of everything else is to 

be explained, are unextended, soul-like monads.  This development in his philosophy, in turn, 

forces a reformulation of the problem of corporeal substance.  Now the problem is focused on 

the question of how, beginning from a basic ontology of monads, corporeal substances can arise.  

As we will see, in his letters to Des Bosses, Leibniz experiments with versions of both the Unity 

View and the Composite View.  An implicit premise of both accounts, however, is that monads 

alone cannot explain the existence of corporeal substance.  

 

8. Composition and the Unity of Corporeal Substance 

Many of the most explicit statements of Leibniz’s theory of monads appear in the major 

correspondence that ends just as the Des Bosses correspondence is about to begin.  In his final 

letter to De Volder, dated 19 January 1706, Leibniz offers the following summary of his 

ontology: 

[T]here can be nothing real in nature but simple substances and the aggregates 

that result from them.  Moreover, we have acknowledged nothing but perceptions 

or their grounds in these simple substances.  Anyone who assumes more things 

must have marks by which they are proved and revealed. (G.ii.282/AG 185) 

A year and a half earlier, Leibniz had described his position to De Volder in very similar terms:  

[C]onsidering the matter carefully, we must say that there is nothing in things but 

simple substances, and in them, perception and appetite.  Moreover, matter and 

motion are not substances or things as much as they are the phenomena of 

perceivers, the reality of which is situated in the harmony of the perceivers with 

themselves (at different times) and with other perceivers. (G.ii.270/AG 181)61 
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Call the thesis that the only ultimately real things are soul-like, simple substances the 

thesis of Monadism.  In his letters to De Volder, Leibniz clearly commits himself to Monadism.  

This does not mean that he believes that nothing exists besides monads.  At the very least, he 

also upholds the existence of aggregates that “result” from monads.  Monadism, however, entails 

that soul-like, simple substances alone have an absolute or per se existence, from which it 

follows that, if other things do exist, their existence must be explained in terms of the prior 

existence of monads.   

Leibniz makes a variety of claims to De Volder about the relation of monads to matter.  

Some of these describe a reduction of matter and its properties to monads and their properties.  

Others concern the relation that any monad must have to some particular matter.  Here Leibniz 

asserts, first, that it is essential to the nature of any created monad that it involves primary matter, 

or primitive passive power: “What I take to be the indivisible or complete monad is the substance 

endowed with primitive power, active and passive, like the ‘I’ or something similar” 

(G.ii.251/AG 176).  In addition, he maintains that any monad is associated with some organic 

body: “even if monads are not extended, they nonetheless have a certain kind of situation in 

extension… through the machine over which they preside.  I do not think that there exist any 

finite substances which are separated from every body and, therefore, lack situation or order in 

relation to the other coexisting things in the universe” (G.ii.253/AG 178*).  To Monadism, then, 

we must add the thesis of Monadic Embodiment: no created monad is ever without an organic 

body to which it stands as a form or “primitive entelechy” (G.ii.250/AG 175-6). 

 Finally, in texts from this period, Leibniz defends a reductive analysis of the matter 

constitutive of a monad’s body.  Replying to De Volder in another letter, he writes: “I don’t 

really eliminate body, but reduce it to what it is.  For I show that corporeal mass, which is 
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thought to have something over and above simple substances, is not a substance, but a 

phenomenon resulting from simple substances, which alone have unity and absolute reality” 

(G.ii.275/AG 181).  The details of this analysis need not concern us here.62  The crucial point is 

that along with Monadic Embodiment, Leibniz advances a claim about the reduction of bodily 

mass to monads.  Call this the Reduction thesis.  Together, Monadic Embodiment and Reduction 

entail that any created monad has a body and that this body is, in the final analysis, a complex 

organization of other monads.  As Leibniz presents the view in Principles of Nature and Grace, 

§3: 

[E]ach distinct simple substance or monad, which makes up the center of a 

composite substance (an animal, for example) and is the principle of its unity, is 

surrounded by a mass composed of an infinity of other monads, which constitute 

the body belonging to this central monad, through whose affections the monad 

represents the things outside it, similarly to the way a center does. (G.vi.598-9/AG 

207*)  

Let us assume, then, that Leibniz holds that no created monad ever exists without an 

organic body.  Does it follow from this that the monad and its body together form a corporeal 

substance that possesses the essential property of being an unum per se?  In the preceding 

passage from the Principles of Nature and Grace, Leibniz certainly suggests as much.  Indeed, he 

gives us to understand that the proper account of corporeal substance is a version of the 

Composite View, modified to reflect the Reduction thesis.  Since on this version of the 

Composite View the substances that constitute the mass (or secondary matter) of the body of a 

corporeal substance are ultimately other monads, we may distinguish it as the M-Composite 

View.   
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Principles of Nature and Grace, §3 offers evidence of Leibniz’s support for the M-

Composite View.  It is widely agreed, though, that the Principles is a popular presentation of 

Leibniz’s philosophy, composed for his Austrian patron Prince Eugene.  So, we need not take it 

as the final word on his metaphysics.  A more authoritative source for this interpretation is the 

five-part ontological scheme that Leibniz sketches for De Volder in his letter of 20 June 1703: 

I distinguish: (1) the primitive entelechy or soul; (2) matter, namely, primary 

matter or primitive passive power; (3) the monad completed by these two things; 

(4) the mass or secondary matter, or organic machine for which innumerable 

subordinate monads come together; and (5) the animal, or corporeal substance, 

which the monad dominating in the machine makes one. (G.ii.252/AG 177*) 

This passage has received much commentary, and most authors take it as a straightforward 

affirmation of the M-Composite View.  The passage, however, is fraught with complexity that 

precludes a quick answer.  Read in the context of the letter as a whole, and the other letters of the 

correspondence, it more clearly points to Leibniz’s uncertainty concerning how exactly to 

explain the existence of corporeal substance within the theory of monads. 

 The passage bears at least two distinct readings.  First, there is the M-Composite View, 

according to which the monad “dominating in the machine” unites the “innumerable subordinate 

monads” of its body in a corporeal substance.  While this may be a natural way to read Leibniz, 

it is by no means demanded by his words.  Note, first, that (5) does not explicitly state that the 

dominant monad makes the monads of its bodily mass, or secondary matter, one; it claims only 

that the “monad dominating in the machine” makes “the animal, or corporeal substance,” one.63  

Perhaps the former is what Leibniz means.  Nevertheless, this reading faces two formidable 

challenges--one textual, one philosophical.  The textual problem is Leibniz’s suggestion, in the 
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very next paragraph, that only monads possess the essential property of being an unum per se: 

“since only simple things are true things, the rest are only beings through aggregation; to that 

extent they are phenomena, and, as Democritus put it, exist by convention and not by nature” 

(G.ii.252/AG 177*).  On no coherent reading of Leibniz’s metaphysics can something that 

possesses a per se unity be confused with something that is merely a being through aggregation.  

Consequently, if only monads are true substances, then a composite consisting of a dominant 

monad and a mass of subordinate monads cannot be a substance.64   

 Supporting this conclusion is the philosophical point that the theory of monads itself 

lacks the resources to explain how a dominant monad could confer a per se unity on the mass of 

monads that make up its body.  Leibniz explicitly tells De Volder in the same letter that, 

“Properly and rigorously speaking, perhaps one will not say that the primitive entelechy impels 

the mass of its body, but only that it is joined with a primitive passive power which it completes, 

or with which it constitutes a monad; however, it cannot influence other entelechies and 

substances, even those existing in the same mass” (G.ii.250/AG 175-76*).  The relations among 

monads are limited to relations of correspondence among their perceptions and appetitions.  And 

as Leibniz is forced to concede to Tournemine, such relations do not support the assertion of a 

per se unity. 

 Despite these objections, in the De Volder correspondence Leibniz may lean toward the 

M-Composite View as his account of corporeal substance.  Nevertheless, it is important to be 

aware of the problems this creates for his philosophy.  Furthermore, it is important to see that the 

five-part ontological scheme does not preclude other interpretations.  One such alternative is the 

position Robert Adams has labeled the “Qualified Monad Conception” (1994, 269).  According 

to this account, when Leibniz uses the term ‘corporeal substance,’ he is not referring to a 
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separate class of substances over and above monads.  Rather, he is referring to monads 

themselves under a different description.  To speak of a corporeal substance is to speak of a 

monad insofar as it has an organic body, and this is consistent with the claim that the monad and 

its body together form only a being through aggregation.  The Qualified Monad Conception is 

consistent with the final item distinguished in Leibniz’s scheme: “(5) the animal, or corporeal 

substance, which the monad dominating in the machine makes one.”  If the corporeal substance 

just is the monad under a different description, then obviously the monad makes that substance 

one, namely, itself. 

 The Qualified Monad Conception, however, cannot be reconciled with everything 

Leibniz says about corporeal substance in the post-1700 period.  In an expansive account of his 

views recorded in a 1711 letter to Friedrich Bierling, he states succinctly: “I call a corporeal 

substance that which consists in a simple substance or monad (i.e. a soul or soul-analogue) and a 

united organic body” (G.vii.501).  Here he makes it clear that a corporeal substance is to be 

identified with the composite formed from a monad and an organic body--a position inconsistent 

with the Qualified Monad Conception.  Yet is this a position that Leibniz can consistently 

uphold, given the objections already noted to the M-Composite View?  Perhaps, but only if he is 

willing to weaken the conditions he imposes on the existence of a substance.  The crux of the 

position would have to be that while the composite of a soul and the subordinated monads of its 

body, strictly speaking, does not qualify as a true unity, or unum per se, there is nonetheless a 

close enough relation among these monads to warrant describing them collectively as a 

“corporeal substance,” as opposed to a mere aggregate.  In virtue of the relation of mutual 

expression between the soul and its body, Leibniz tells De Volder, “both the soul and the 

machine it animates, as well as the animal itself, are as indestructible as the universe itself” 
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(G.ii.251/AG 176).  The suggestion, then, is that the relationship between the soul and the 

monads of its body is sufficiently robust to support the endurance of their composite.  And to the 

extent that we can speak of the same thing existing at different times with different properties, 

we are entitled to think of the composite of soul-plus-organic body as a substance in its own 

right, albeit one that lacks the essential property of per se unity. 

 That this is Leibniz’s position in the De Volder correspondence is supported by the text 

immediately preceding his five-part ontological scheme: 

If you take a mass to be an aggregate containing many substances, you can 

nonetheless conceive of one substance that is preeminent in it, if in fact the mass 

constitutes an organic body animated by its primary entelechy.65  For the rest, in 

the monad, or complete simple substance, I do not unite anything with the 

entelechy except a primitive passive force, which is related to the whole mass of 

the organic body.  Certainly, the remaining subordinate monads situated in the 

organs do not make up a part of [the organic body], though they are immediately 

required for it, and they come together with the primary monad for the organic 

corporeal substance, or animal or plant. (G.ii.252) 

In the first sentence of this passage, Leibniz implicitly concedes that what he will call a 

“corporeal substance” is, strictly speaking, an aggregate in which one substance, the soul, is 

“preeminent.”  The monads subordinated to the soul are not essential parts of its organic body 

but are “immediately required” for it.  Any of them can be lost and replaced by other monads, 

and still the corporeal substance, or animal, can endure.  Its unity and identity depend solely on 

the dominant monad, whose primitive passive power or primary matter, Leibniz says obscurely, 

is “related to the whole mass of the organic body.”   
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Such an account offers the means of reconciling Monadism with Monadic Embodiment 

and the M-Composite View.  However, the costs of doing so are high.  The view leaves Leibniz 

committed to prima facie inconsistent claims.  On the one hand, he affirms the existence of 

embodied living things as substances in their own right over and above monads.  On the other 

hand, he maintains that reality is limited to simple substances and the aggregates resulting from 

them, the latter of which he describes as “phenomena” that “exist by convention and not by 

nature” (G.ii.252).  To overcome the appearance of inconsistency, Leibniz must hold that when 

he speaks of “corporeal substance” he is not using the term ‘substance’ in its strict sense, but 

rather in an extended sense that abandons the assumption that per se unity is an essential property 

of substance.   

While the letters of the De Volder correspondence offer evidence that Leibniz may have 

been willing to make this concession at least temporarily, those of the Des Bosses 

correspondence strongly suggest that he regarded these costs as too high simply to settle for the 

M-Composite View.  The clearest indication of Leibniz’s doubts on this question circa 1706 

appears in a striking passage deleted from the draft of his second letter to Des Bosses (Letter 4).  

In this letter, we will recall, he responds to Des Bosses’s query concerning the reciprocity of 

being and unity.  He begins by denying that there is a substantial unity in the water contained in 

an urn or in a school of fish swimming in the water.  Next, he offers an example of something 

that does possess the requisite unity: “the soul is an entelechy or primitive active power 

completing matter, taken as a passive power.  In this sense, each is as incomplete as the other.”  

He then continues: 

The union I find some difficulty explaining is that which joins the different simple 

substances or monads existing in our body with us, such that it makes one thing 
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from them; nor is it sufficiently clear how, in addition to the existence of 

individual monads, there may arise a new existing thing, unless they are joined by 

the bond of a continuous [thing], which the phenomena display to us. 

Although this passage does not appear in the version of the letter sent to Des Bosses, it 

testifies to Leibniz’s skepticism concerning the M-Composite View as a satisfactory explanation 

of corporeal substance.  If there are to be corporeal substances, something must be added in 

addition to the harmonized perceptions of monads.  Leibniz characterizes this something extra as 

a “union” by which the subordinate monads of the body are joined with the soul such that “it 

makes one thing from them.”  The way he frames the problem is reminiscent of his response to 

Tournemine.  There he conceded that he did not deny a “metaphysical union of the subject,” by 

which a human being is made a true unity.  The force of this response, however, is tempered by 

the fact that it is in tension with statements he makes elsewhere (e.g. to De Volder), and that it 

comes in a context in which his basic metaphysical commitments are not on the table.  In the 

passage deleted from Letter 4, those commitments are in view.  What is significant is that in 

attempting to make sense of the union of a soul and the subordinated monads of its body, Leibniz 

finds it necessary to appeal to a further “bond” (vinculum), by which a “new existing thing” can 

arise from a plurality of preexisting monads.  This bond is a precursor of the “substantial bond” 

that will be invoked later during the correspondents’ discussion of transubstantiation.  We turn to 

that topic in the next section; for now it is enough to note that the hypothesis of a bond of 

monads first appears in Leibniz’s private writings as a spontaneous attempt to account for the 

unity of a corporeal substance.  

If this is right, then by the beginning of the Des Bosses correspondence, Leibniz’s 

conception of corporeal substance has evolved to include three elements: (i) a soul or dominant 
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monad; (ii) the subordinate monads that constitute the mass of its organic body; (iii) a bond by 

which these monads are united in one substance.  To this point, nothing has been said to indicate 

whether Leibniz affirms the existence of (iii) or not.  Based on the passage deleted from Letter 4, 

we can surmise only that if he upholds the reality of corporeal substance, then it will be on the 

basis of a claim for the existence of (iii).   

The opening letters of the Des Bosses correspondence raise a further issue that 

complicates the resolution of this question.  We have seen that a central tenet of the theory of 

monads is that no monad ever exists entirely separated from an organic body.  In response to Des 

Bosses’s queries, Leibniz defends Monadic Embodiment as a thesis that holds even in the case of 

angels: although angelic intelligences can transform their bodies in ways that other created spirits 

cannot, they can act on bodies only through the agency of a body to which they are united as an 

entelechy (Letter 14).  At the same time, Leibniz denies in Letter 16 (as he does in the De Volder 

correspondence) that any of the monads constitutive of a soul’s body are “perpetually attached” 

to it.  None of these monads is an essential part of the soul’s organic body, or of the composite 

that is the soul-plus-organic body.  In Leibniz’s terminology, the substances constitutive of a 

soul’s body are “immediate requisites pro tempore”: their existence is presupposed by the 

existence of the soul only “for a time.”66 

In what sense though does the existence of one substance, the soul, presuppose the 

existence of other substances, those constitutive of the secondary matter of its body?  As Leibniz 

tells Des Bosses in Letter 16, it is metaphysically necessary that any created substance be 

endowed with primary matter, or primitive passive power.  Even God cannot deprive a monad of 

primary matter, “for in that way he would produce pure act such as he alone is.”  The same does 

not hold, however, for secondary matter.  Although it is “natural” for any created monad to be 
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united with an organic body, it is not metaphysically necessary.  Through his absolute power, 

God could deprive a monad of its secondary matter, choosing to “fulfill the function [munus] of 

matter through a miracle.”  Leibniz does not say how this might occur, but presumably he is 

thinking of a scenario in which a soul or spirit could be conceived of as acting on bodies without 

acting through a body of its own.  That is, God could create a world in which changes occur in 

external bodies in a way that is correlated with the desires and volitions of created spirits, and yet 

there would be no explanation of how those desires and volitions were effective in bringing 

about the changes in question, for the former would have no natural connection with the 

movements of a body.67   

Such a world, Leibniz implies, is metaphysically possible, but it is not a world that God 

would choose to create.  A world in which souls or spirits were understood to act on external 

bodies without acting through bodies of their own would be a world of perpetual miracles, and 

“those things that can occur only through a miracle are not as a rule necessary for the perfection 

of the universe.”  Since God’s wisdom makes the creation of the world of greatest perfection a 

moral necessity, a world in which monads lacked bodies would not be created.  Still, if it is even 

a possible world, Monadic Embodiment is a contingent truth.  It characterizes the dependency 

relations among monads in the best of all possible worlds, but it would not hold in worlds in 

which “God fulfills the function of matter through a miracle.”  The salient difference between 

such worlds and the actual world is that in the actual world there exist the monads that are 

“immediately required” by any soul or dominant monad.  These are the monads that constitute 

(for a time) the mass, or secondary matter, of a soul’s body, and hence provide a ground in 

reality for its representation of itself as acting on (or being acted on by) other bodies via a body 

of its own.68   
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Everything Leibniz writes to Des Bosses supports the conclusion that these assertions 

about the embodiment of monads are logically independent of the question of the union that 

“joins the different simple substances or monads existing in our body with us.”  Leibniz believes 

that it is contingently true that no monad ever exists without an organic body, and yet, as we 

shall see, he argues to Des Bosses that it may well be false that there exist corporeal substances 

in the strict sense.  Properly understood, then, the embodiment of monads does not entail the 

reality of corporeal substance.  Even more suprisingly, on the rival view Leibniz sketches for 

Des Bosses, the reality of corporeal substance is consistent with the denial of Monadic 

Embodiment.  That is, there could be corporeal substances even if it failed to be the case that 

every soul or dominant monad is associated with an organic body consisting of the monads 

immediately required by it.  To see how this could be so, and the consequences it has for 

Leibniz’s conception of corporeal substance, we must turn to the arguments surrounding the 

vinculum substantiale--an idea that first enters the correspondence by the curious route of a 

debate over transubstantiation. 

 

9. The Problem of Transubstantiation 

Leibniz’s discussion with Des Bossses of the Catholic dogma of transubstantiation, and his 

introduction of the hypothesis of the vinculum substantiale as an explanation of it, is the most 

famous part of their exchange.  Unfortunately, it has also given rise to a distorted view of the 

correspondence as a whole and of Leibniz’s sincerity as a philosopher.  Baldly, the charge 

leveled against Leibniz has been this.  Leibniz introduces the vinculum substantiale as an ad hoc 

device, whose sole purpose is to account for the possibility of transubstantiation.  Yet, as a 

Lutheran, Leibniz himself does not believe in transubstantiation.  Hence, as Bertrand Russell 
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notoriously complained, the vinculum is “rather the concession of a diplomatist than the creed of 

a philosopher” (1937, 152).  The idea of a “substantial bond” does not follow logically from the 

theory of monads.  And if Leibniz introduces it merely in order to satisfy the Jesuit Des Bosses, 

then he displays a lack of sincerity: he gives the appearance of defending a metaphysical doctrine 

that he does not, and could not, uphold. 

We have already considered at some length the difficulties surrounding Lebniz’s efforts 

to find common ground among disparate philosophical and theological positions, and especially 

his endeavors to accommodate his views to mainstream opinion within the Catholic Church.  It is 

worth repeating that Des Bosses himself presented Leibniz with the plan for reconciling his 

metaphysics with the philosophy of Aristotle and Catholic theology.  So, it is fair to say that the 

correspondents shared this goal, and understood it as a goal that could reasonably be pursued.  

While the charge of insincerity may have some bite in other contexts, in the case of the vinculum 

it is groundless.  Leibniz goes out of his way to emphasize to Des Bosses that he does not--and 

need not as a Lutheran--acknowledge the truth of transubstantiation.  The salient question is 

always: can a Catholic who affirms the miracle of transubstantiation do so while accepting 

Leibniz’s theory of monads?  That is what Des Bosses seeks to do, and that is what Leibniz tries 

to help him do, ultimately through the introduction of the hypothesis of the vinculum.  On these 

grounds alone, Leibniz cannot be judged to commit himself to the existence of the vinculum.  At 

most he offers Catholics like Des Bosses an extension of the theory of monads that can 

accommodate a central dogma of their faith.69 

We have seen, however, that the idea of a vinculum also attracts Leibniz’s attention for 

reasons independent of the debate over transubstantiation.  The vinculum first appears in his 

writings as an attempt to provide a satisfactory explanation of corporeal substance within the 
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theory of monads.  The issue of corporeal substance has theological ramifications, especially in 

connection with the doctrine that a human being, body and soul, is a substantial unity.  But the 

philosophical interest of the issue is not limited to this.  Leibniz’s efforts to pursue a broadly 

Aristotelian program of metaphysics and natural philosophy must confront the question of what 

account he can give of paradigmatic Aristotelian substances: self-moving bodies, such as those 

of plants and animals.  As we have observed, even after he formulates his theory of monads, 

Leibniz remains preoccupied with explaining how these basic entities might be combined to 

form corporeal substances.   

In Leibniz’s theorizing about the vinculum, then, we should expect to find traces of two 

distinct types of concern.  On the one hand, he propounds the hypothesis to Des Bosses as part of 

an explanation of transubstantiation.  On the other hand, he also is interested in the vinculum on 

independent philosophical grounds, since, in his view, it is the basis of the only coherent 

explanation of corporeal substance within the theory of monads.  In the next section, we will 

attempt to disentangle these two separate lines of argument, as they develop in the 

correspondence. 

The simplistic view that the correspondence revolves around the issue of 

transubstantiation cannot be sustained, for it is not until Letter 65--after three and a half years of 

correspondence--that Des Bosses even asks Leibniz about his account of the real presence of 

Christ in the Eucharist.  In the Theodicy, whose page proofs Des Bosses read soon thereafter, 

Leibniz suggests that the doctrine of real presence could be understood on analogy with the 

immediate operation of remote bodies on each other, as put forward in Newton’s theory of 

gravitation.70  But Des Bosses wished to know more of Leibniz’s view; in particular, he wished 
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to know whether Leibniz could accommodate the Catholic Church’s interpretation of the 

doctrine of real presence. 

Explaining the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist is a difficult task for any 

metaphysics.  According to the Church and, hence, in the system that Des Bosses endorsed, 

Christ’s presence is more than symbolic, as some Protestant theologians had argued, and Christ’s 

presence is not “accidental,” that is, it does not arise as a mere accident of the bread and wine.  

Furthermore, it is maintained that not only Christ’s corporeal substance, or body and blood, but 

his “whole nature” is present in the Eucharist.  After the Council of Trent, we find in the 

catechism of the Roman Catholic Church that Christ’s divinity and humanity are equally present 

in the sacrament.  Finally, the Church had decreed that Christ is really present in the Eucharist as 

a result of an act of transubstantiation: at the consecration, the substance of the bread and wine is 

changed into the substance of Christ.  Despite this change of substance, however, the accidents 

of the bread and wine remain; while the phenomena persist, the underlying substance is 

miraculously transformed.   

This view naturally gives rise to many conceptual problems.  Foremost is the question of 

how something can come to be really present in another thing.  On this point, Aquinas argued 

that the body and blood of Christ could not come to be really present in the sacrament by local 

motion; that is, the body and blood of Christ cannot move into and take up residence as it were 

under the attributes of the bread and wine.  Rather, there must be a change of substance from 

within.  It is this aspect of the consecration of the Eucharist that demands true transubstantiation 

or a conversion of substance.  This conversion of substance, moreover, must be both a 

conversion of one form into another form and the conversion of matter into different matter.  Yet 

Aquinas also is clear that nothing natural can effect such a change.71  A second question is how 
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the accidents of the bread and wine, or at least some subset of them, can remain.  How, in other 

words, can the appearances of the bread and wine persist even after the substance of the bread 

and wine are converted into the substance of Christ?  It is important that they do so, according to 

Aquinas, because the consumption of human flesh and blood is horrible.  The resolution of this 

difficulty is to say that Christ comes to be substantially present in the Eucharist but that the 

“dimensive quantity,” flavor and color of the bread and wine remain as “real accidents” that exist 

without a subject; in this way, the faithful can partake of the body and blood of Christ under the 

species of the bread and wine.72 

We must leave open the question of whether the Thomistic account of transubstantiation 

is based on a sound metaphysics.  Des Bosses’s concern here, though, should be obvious: if one 

accepts Leibniz’s view that reality ultimately belongs only to soul-like monads, how is a change 

of substance, or transubstantiation, possible at all? 

 

10. Leibniz on Transubstantiation and the Vinculum Substantiale 

Leibniz’s initial response to Des Bosses’s challenge is to reaffirm the position of his Lutheran 

faith: “for us there is no place for either the transubstantiation or consubstantiation of the bread, 

but only that Christ’s body is perceived at the same time that the bread is received, so that the 

presence alone of Christ’s body must be explained” (Letter 66).  Leibniz acknowledges that 

explaining even this requires “something metaphysical” that goes beyond the phenomena--

something analogous to the metaphysical union of soul and body, or the remote action of bodies 

on one another, as he speculates in the Theodicy.73  But his faith does not oblige him to uphold 

transubstantiation.  Nevertheless, Leibniz goes on to address the “more difficult question” that 

Des Bosses has posed: “whether and how your transubstantiation can be explained in my 
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philosophy.”  In order to account for the Catholic doctrine of real accidents, he suggests, 

transubstantiation would have to require (i) that the monads of the bread and wine are destroyed 

with respect to their primitive active and passive forces and replaced with the monads of the 

body and blood of Christ, and (ii) that the derivative forces of the original monads remained, 

exhibiting the phenomena of the bread and wine in a constant manner.   

 Noteworthy about Leibniz’s response is the line he draws between the requirements of 

philosophy and those of revealed religion.  From the perspective of the first, the theory of 

monads is left uncompromised.  Leibniz’s claim on behalf of his monadology is that it is the 

philosophical theory that best accounts for the phenomena in a way consistent with the 

requirements of perfection, or divine wisdom.  This leaves open the question of what revealed 

religion might require us to add to the theory.  Here it is consistent with Leibniz’s position that 

confessional differences may lead one in different directions.  A Lutheran may make one claim 

on behalf of God’s miraculous action; a Roman Catholic, another.  But these would be claims 

that went beyond the theory of monads, which in principle could be adopted regardless of one’s 

faith.  The only constraint on this strategy is that any miracles appealed to must be consistent 

with the theory of monads. 

On this point Des Bosses immediately spots a flaw in Leibniz’s first attempt at an 

explanation of transubstantiation.  Replying in Letter 71, Des Bosses argues that given the 

relation Leibniz himself assumes between the primitive and derivative forces of monads, namely, 

that the latter are modifications of the former, derivative forces cannot remain if the primitive 

forces are destroyed.  For Leibniz, derivative forces are not existing entities in their own right but 

only “modes,” or ways in which primitive force is manifested.  Hence, if primitive force is 

destroyed, so too must be derivative force.  Des Bosses then astutely expands this point into a 
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broader criticism of Leibniz’s account of extended matter.  Even if Leibniz has successfully 

demonstrated that corporeal substance does not consist in extension alone, he believes that there 

is a determinate relation between a body’s extension and the derivative forces of its matter.  As 

Des Bosses recounts the position, according to Leibniz, extension is “a certain repetition and 

continuation of a striving and resisting substance.”  Again, this supports the objection that, if this 

substance were destroyed, so would be its derivative forces and the extension they ground--

contrary to Catholic doctrine.  But, more generally, Des Bosses points to an explanatory gap in 

Leibniz’s theory of monads.  As he frames his puzzlement in Letter 65: “I do not yet understand 

from the things you have said… how mass, which is real and has a real diffusion or extension, 

can result from monads alone, which lack diffusion and extension.”74 

Des Bosses’s objections mark a turning point in the correspondence.  When Leibniz 

finally responds to them, after a five-month silence, he adopts an entirely different approach to 

the problem of transubstantiation.  In the version of Letter 74 received by Des Bosses, he 

sketches his solution in a brief paragraph: 

Since bread, in fact, is a being by aggregation, i.e. a substantiated being, its 

substantiality will consist in the union of monads.  Accordingly, to destroy that 

union, on your view, it is not necessary to destroy the monads themselves. 

Implicitly conceding to Des Bosses that the explanation of transubstantiation cannot turn on the 

destruction of monads, Leibniz appeals instead to an hypostatized union of the monads 

constituting the matter of the bread.  Assuming the existence of this union, which he identifies 

with the “substantiality” of the bread, a different explanation of transubstantiation can be given: 

it is not the monads themselves that are destroyed and replaced in the service of the Eucharist, 

but their “union.”75  
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 Leibniz does not mention a substantial bond or vinculum here, but there is a clear echo of 

the passage deleted from the draft of Letter 4.  Again, he refers to a union that is responsible for a 

new “substantiality” over and above that of the monads.  In the immediately ensuing letters, the 

correspondents do not pursue this hypothesis in any detail.  A year and a half later, however, in 

Letter 94, Des Bosses offers to send Leibniz a brief tract he is writing on the Peripatetic doctrine 

of corporeal substance.  In it, he says, he will retain the expressions commonly used in the 

schools, but he also will “scarcely depart” from Leibniz’s own views, “which in most respects 

differ very little from those of Aristotle.” 

 Des Bosses’s offer prompts an immediate reply from Leibniz, who in Letter 95 provides 

the fullest statement to that point in the correspondence of his position on both corporeal 

substance and transubstantiation.  Amid a flurry of new ideas, there appear the following claims 

defining the nature and function of the vinculum substantiale: 

1) If corporeal substance is something real over and above monads it 

presupposes a “union,” or a “real unifier,” superadded to monads by God.  This 

“unifying substance” from which corporeal substance arises is the vinculum 

substantiale. 

2) Monads are not “ingredients” of the vinculum but only its “requisites,” and 

they are required not by an absolute or metaphysical necessity, but only by a 

natural necessity or “exigency.” 

3) From the union of the primary matter of the monads, there arises the 

primary matter, or primitive passive power, of the corporeal substance; from the 

union of the monads’ entelechies, there arises the form, or primitive active power, 

of the corporeal substance. 
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4) Because these monads are in constant flux, so too is the form and matter of 

the corporeal substance.  For this reason, a corporeal substance, unlike a soul, 

does not “persist as the same thing, with the same subject remaining.” 

5) Given that the existence of a corporeal substance depends essentially on 

the presence of its substantial bond, if the latter is destroyed, so too will be the 

corporeal substance.  Conversely, the addition of a new substantial bond to a 

group of monads can create a new corporeal substance from them.          

This extraordinary set of claims opens a rich new set of possibilities for the development of 

Leibniz’s philosophy.  Several points should be noted. 

 First, Leibniz explicitly appeals to the vinculum as an explanation of the reality of 

corporeal substance.  Consistent with the passage deleted from Letter 4, he maintains that 

corporeal substance can exist only if a “real unifier” or “unifying substance” is superadded to 

monads.  In his terminology, the vinculum thereby “realizes” the phenomena of bodies, or brings 

it about that the appearances of bodies correspond to an underlying corporeal reality. 

 Second, as conceived by Leibniz, the vinculum serves as a solution to the problem of 

transubstantiation by being a solution to the problem of corporeal substance.  Given Des 

Bosses’s decisive objection to his initial attempt at an explanation of transubstantiation, Leibniz 

now accepts that sense can be made of the claim that God miraculously transforms the substance 

of the bread and wine into the substance of Christ, only if there exist corporeal substances in 

addition to monads.  If there are such substances, then at the moment of the consecration God 

destroys the corporeal substances of the bread and wine by destroying their substantial bonds, 

and replaces them with the substantial bond of the corporeal substance of Christ.  In this way, 
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there is a genuine change of substance (the substantial bond) with no change in the monads or 

their phenomena. 

 Third, Leibniz is clear that he himself affirms neither the truth of transubstantiation nor 

the reality of corporeal substance.  He simply presents Des Bosses with a pair of alternatives, 

each of which is consistent with the theory of monads: 

[O]ne of two things must be said: either bodies are mere phenomena, and so 

extension also will be only a phenomenon, and monads alone will be real, but 

with a union supplied by the operation of the perceiving soul on the phenomenon; 

or, if faith drives us to corporeal substances, this substance consists in that 

unifying reality, which adds something absolute (and therefore substantial), albeit 

impermanent, to the things to be unified. 

Based on this passage alone, one would have to conclude that Leibniz himself sees little reason 

to extend the theory of monads via the hypothesis of a vinculum substantiale.  If the only reason 

for its postulation is the explanation of transubstantiation, and only the faith of a Roman Catholic 

demands this, then Leibniz would have no reason to embrace it.  But we are only at the 

beginning of his efforts to think through the significance of the vinculum and its possible place in 

his metaphysics. 

 The necessity of these further developments can be traced to the instability of Leibniz’s 

initial conception of the vinculum.  In its very definition, the vinculum is an ontological paradox: 

it is a substantial thing that is also a relation; it unifies monads in a corporeal substance that lacks 

the essential property of persistence.76  How precisely the vinculum gives rise to a corporeal 

substance also remains a mystery.  On the face of it, it is plausible to see it as underwriting an 

extension of the M-Composite View.  Accepting that a corporeal substance consists of a 
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dominant monad and a mass of subordinate monads constitutive of its body, and acknowledging 

that these monads by themselves lack a per se unity, one might think that it is necessary only to 

add to them a “union” or “real unifier” in order to generate a composite substance that possesses 

the requisite unity.  In principle, this is what Leibniz attempts to do.  But the corporeal substance 

that results from the vinculum cannot be understood merely as a special sort of aggregate.  As 

Leibniz emphasizes in later letters, if a corporeal substance were an aggregate whose 

“ingredients” were monads, then it would lack both an independent existence and a true unity.  

The vinculum is introduced as the ground of this identity and unity.  Yet the vinculum is not the 

corporeal substance: that, according to Leibniz, is the union of the active and passive powers of 

the requisite monads, which itself is in constant flux, because the monads themselves are.   

 Clearly, this initial conception of the vinculum faces serious challenges.  More than this, 

it fails to satisfy Des Bosses as an explanation of transubstantiation.  In Letter 99, he objects to 

Leibniz that the “substantial bond” should be understood as an accident rather than a substance 

in its own right.  As the unifying principle of a composite substance, a substantial bond 

presupposes the existence of monads, and whatever presupposes the existence of substance must 

be an accident.  For this reason, he believes, Leibniz’s hypothesis of the destruction of 

substantial bonds fails as an explanation of transubstantiation.  Insofar as the same monads 

remain, there is no change of substance; hence, no transubstantiation.  If, in the miracle of the 

Eucharist, monads were destroyed and replaced with other monads, a necessary condition for 

transubstantiation would be met.  However, Des Bosses expresses reservations on other grounds 

about the metaphysical adequacy of the theory of monads.  He is especially critical of the way in 

which the theory goes against deeply held beliefs about the reality of the material world.  The 

“basic principles of all philosophers, along with the prejudices of the ignorant” support the 
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assumption that “there is something more in body than phenomena, that is, something more than 

continuous dreams, however perfectly they may agree with each other.”77  Accepting Leibniz’s 

point that if monads alone are real, bodies will be mere phenomena, Des Bosses replies in effect: 

so much the worse for the theory of monads.  Although Des Bosses grants that monads should be 

understood as substances, he rejects Leibniz’s assumption that they are the fundamental things in 

terms of the existence of everything else, including corporeal substance, is to be explained.  In 

Des Bosses’s view, this reverses the proper order of ontological explanation: in terms of 

existence, monads should be understood as abstractions from the prior “physical actuality” of 

corporeal substance.78   

 Leibniz responds forcefully to both of Des Bosses’s objections.  On the issue of 

transubstantiation, he is adamant in dismissing Des Bosses’s construal of the vinculum as an 

accident.  If Leibniz were to grant this, he would have to accept that transubstantiation involved 

the destruction of monads, which, for reasons already considered, would mean acceding to the 

Church’s interpretation of the appearances of the bread and wine as “real accidents” that endure 

without a subject.  In addition, Leibniz has general reasons for resisting the classification of the 

vinculum as an accident, and more specifically, a relation.  Leibniz’s position throughout his 

career is that relations are not real entities but merely “beings of reason” (entia rationis); they are 

“modes of conceiving,” or ways in which a mind apprehends substantial things in relation to 

each other.  Again, the paradoxical character of the vinculum is evident.  In both name and 

function--a “bond” or “union” of monads--it appears to be a kind of relation.  Yet, for just this 

reason, Leibniz must insist that it is a substantial bond, which determines the per se unity of a 

corporeal substance, and whose destruction and replacement alone accounts for 

transubstantiation. 
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 Leibniz is equally firm in resisting Des Bosses’s attempt to reverse the order of 

ontological explanation, making monads derivative from the prior reality of corporeal substance.  

He expresses his satisfaction with the theory of monads as a foundational metaphysics and 

defends its adequacy as an explanation both of commonsense beliefs about the reality of bodies 

and of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.  Acknowledging that if monads alone are real, 

bodies will be mere phenomena, Leibniz suggests two ways in which phenomena nonetheless 

can be distinguished as “true.”  With respect to ordinary judgments about the existence of bodies, 

he adopts a broadly phenomenalist stance: 

It is true that the things that happen in the soul must agree with those which 

happen outside the soul; but for this it is sufficient that those things that happen in 

one soul correspond both among themselves and with those things that happen in 

any other soul; and there is no need to posit something outside of all souls or 

monads.  According to this hypothesis, when we say that Socrates is sitting, 

nothing more is signified than that those things that we understand by ‘Socrates’ 

and ‘sitting’ are appearing to us and to others for whom it is a concern. (Letter 

102) 

There should be nothing surprising about this approach, given Leibniz’s distinction between 

what is said by the vulgar and what is said in metaphysical rigor.  Just as he denies that it is 

literally true that the sun rises, or that substances causally interact with one another, while at the 

same time upholding the propriety of talking as if this were true, so he maintains that it is 

legitimate to affirm the existence of bodies corresponding to our veridical perceptions of them, 

when in fact a metaphysically rigorous account would appeal to the harmonized perceptions of 

monads alone.79 
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 Leibniz proposes a second account of “true phenomena” that he applies to the explanation 

of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.  In Letter 110, he suggests that if monads alone 

are substances, then it will have to be said that “the substance of bodies consists in true 

phenomena, namely, those that God himself perceives in them through knowledge of vision 

[scientia visionis], and likewise angels and the blessed, to whom it is given to see things truly.  

And thus, God, with the blessed, perceives the body of Christ, when bread and wine appear to 

us.”80  Leibniz’s fullest explanation of the distinction between the phenomena perceived by finite 

minds and those perceived by God appears in a set of private reflections traditionally associated 

with Letter 95.  There he suggests that “the reality of bodies, of space, motion and time seems to 

consist in this: that they are the phenomena of God, i.e. the object of his knowledge of vision.”  

He goes on to highlight two features of the phenomenal knowledge attributed to God.  First, in 

contrast to any finite monad, which represents things only partially and from a single 

perspective, God “sees things exactly as they are according to geometrical truth, although 

likewise he also knows how each thing appears to every other, and thus he contains in himself 

eminently all the other appearances.”  Second, by virtue of the knowledge God has of the 

perspectival representations of monads, he also has knowledge of the contingent relations among 

all monads: 

God not only considers single monads and the modifications of every monad 

whatsoever, but he also sees their relations, and the reality of relations and truths 

consists in this.  Foremost among these relations are duration (or the order of 

successives), situation (or the order of coexisting), and intercourse (or reciprocal 

action), when, to be sure, the ideal dependence of monads on each other is 
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conceived….  Through these, things seem to us to form a unity and truths in fact  

can be expressed concerning the whole that are also valid according to God. 

Leibniz does not elaborate on this account, so we are limited in the conclusions we can 

draw from it.  At the very least, he proposes an explanation of the relations among monads that is 

(i) premised on God’s knowledge of the phenomena perceived by monads (attributed to God’s 

scientia visionis), and (ii) consistent with his general theory of relations.  As Leibniz understands 

it, the monads of a world are united via relations of “duration,” “situation,” and “intercourse” (or 

“ideal causation”81); however, these relations are determined solely by God’s “knowledge of 

vision.”  Most interesting about the development of Leibniz’s thoughts in this study is that, after 

laying out the above account, he immediately moves to consider how “over and above these real 

relations, a more perfect relation can be conceived through which a single new substance arises 

from many substances.”  In the next few sentences Leibniz rehearses the principal claims he 

makes on behalf of the vinculum.  Ontological priority is assigned to monads alone.  If there 

exist substances over and above monads, it can only be in virtue of “some new substantiality, or 

substantial bond” added to them, and this presupposes not simply divine knowledge but an 

additional act of divine will.  Leibniz insists that such a union is limited to those monads whose 

perceptions allow them to be identified as a soul, or dominant monad, and the constituent 

monads of its body; for this reason, the substantial bond of monads also serves as the 

“metaphysical bond of soul and body, which constitute one subject.”      

 Leibniz still faces grave problems in articulating his conception of the substantial bond.  

How can he affirm the existence of a relation that in some sense is also a substance?  What 

account can he give of the capacity of this bond to unite a plurality of monads in a composite 

substance?  From his own perspective, Leibniz seems to have every reason to dismiss these 
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problems as insurmountable.  Yet he does not.  On the contrary, pressed by Des Bosses’s 

objections, in the fall of 1712 he revises his oiginal conception of the vinculum.  The changes he 

makes can be seen as a direct response to Des Bosses’s emphasis on the relational, and hence 

accidental, character of the substantial bond.  This was a reasonable point for Des Bosses to 

press, since Leibniz’s original account characterized composite substance as an entity whose 

primitive active and passive powers result from those of its constituent monads.  On this account, 

an extension of the M-Composite View, the substantial bond most clearly serves a relational 

function, joining a plurality of monads in a unitary corporeal substance.   

 Beginning with Letter 105, Leibniz defends a significantly different account of the 

vinculum, which emphasizes its character as a substance as opposed to a relation.  From here on 

he identifies corporeal substance not with a unified composite of monads but with the vinculum 

itself.   According to this account, any substantial bond is naturally accompanied by monads 

whose perceptions identify them as a dominant monad and the subordinated monads of its body; 

however, these monads are not metaphysically necessary for the existence of the substantial bond 

or the composite substance.  The monads can be removed by God, and still the composite 

substance can remain.  Accordingly, a composite substance is not, in fact, a bonded unity of 

monads.  Rather, in Leibniz’s words, the substantial bond “formally constitutes composite 

substance, which the monads, since they are able to be present or absent while the composite 

substance remains, do not produce.”82 

While insisting that the vinculum must be regarded as something absolute or substantial, 

Leibniz continues to maintain that “corporeal substances or substantial bonds are subject to 

generation and corruption.”83  For this reason, composite substance fails to meet the strictest 

conditions on a substantial existence, a point recognized by Leibniz in Letter 105.  There he 
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describes it as a “substantiated unum per se,” which is “a middle thing between a simple 

substance, which chiefly deserves the name ‘substance,’ and a modification.  Simple substance is 

perpetual; a substantiated thing can arise and perish, and be changed.”  At this point Des Bosses 

again helpfully intervenes.  Noting Leibniz’s rejection of the Peripatetic doctrine of the 

generation and corruption of forms, he suggests in Letter 115 that Leibniz has no reason to 

embrace this doctrine in the case of the vinculum.  Acknowledging this point, Leibniz reverses 

his position in Letter 116:  

having considered the matter, I change my opinion to this extent: I now think that 

nothing absurd arises, if indeed the substantial bond, or the substance itself of the 

composite is said to be ingenerable and incorruptible, because I think that no 

corporeal substance should really be admitted, except where there is an organic 

body with a dominant monad, or a living thing, that is, an animal, or something 

analogous to an animal….  Since, therefore, as you know, I deny that not only the 

soul but also the animal dies, I shall therefore say not that the substantial bond, or 

the substance of the animated body arises and passes away naturally, but that, 

since it is something absolute, it only varies according to the changes of the 

animal. 

A final step is taken in Letter 122, where Leibniz endows the vinculum with primitive 

active and passive force.  In order “to produce reality in phenomena beyond the perceiving 

subject,” he argues, composite substance must consist in primitive active and passive power, or 

“what is called the primary matter and substantial form of the composite.”  More explicitly, he 

writes in Letter 133: “This bond will be the principle of action of the composite substance; and 

he who admits this composite substance… will also admit this bond.”  
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Together, these developments bring the vinculum close to meeting the full set of 

conditions on a substantial existence.  In two important respects, however, it remains distinct 

from the monad.  First, nowhere does Leibniz ascribe to the vinculum a monad’s essential 

properties of perception and appetition.  As the substance of a living body, the vinculum is not a 

mind-like substance.  In fact, Leibniz claims that a distinguishing feature of composite substance 

is that its primary matter is not reducible to the passive power of monads; instead, this primary 

matter consists in a “principle of resistance” that is added to the “active principle or motive 

force.”84  Second, in the case of the vinculum, Leibniz drops his prohibition on the causal 

interaction of substances.  In one respect, this may affect his conception of the monad as well, 

since he defends the view that the modifications of a substantial bond are naturally an “echo” of 

those of the dominant monad, suggesting some influence of the latter on the former.85  More 

importantly, if the world consists of real corporeal substances, identified with substantial bonds, 

Leibniz seems prepared to accept the existence of real causal interactions among these 

substances, a point he elsewhere denies even in the case of body-body causation.86  

Leibniz’s final account of the vinculum renders his theory of corporeal substance a 

version of the Unity View, according to which a corporeal substance is properly conceived not as 

a composite of other independently existing substances but as a unity of primitive active and 

passive powers, neither of which exists independently of the substance itself.  These primitive 

active and passive powers ground real physical properties of the substance (action, resistance, 

impenetrability), thereby aligning the position with the commonsense realism defended by Des 

Bosses.   

Left unclear on this account is the relation of the vinculum to the monads that Leibniz 

previously had identified as the soul and body (or secondary matter) of a living creature.  Leibniz 
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suggests that the modifications of the active and passive powers of the vinculum are causally 

dependent upon those of the monads.  Indeed, he admits in Letter 130 that in the absence of such 

an influence “there will be no reason why [the vinculum] could be called the bond of [monads].”  

This admission highlights how far Leibniz has moved in his understanding of the vinculum.  

Originally, the substantial bond was introduced as the basis of a real union among monads.  

Now, Leibniz claims that the substantial bond can be called a “bond” only if the monads operate 

on it.  To all appearances, the vinculum itself does nothing by way of providing a real union to 

the monads constitutive of an organism.  And, in fact, there is no reason to think that it should.  

With the vinculum and corporeal substance now identified, there is no longer any need to impose 

a per se unity on the monads of the body.  That unity is located in the vinculum itself, which 

persists as a corporeal substance, whether or not there exist monads with appropriately ordered 

perceptions.  Given the perfection and harmony of the world, there necessarily will exist such 

monads, but on Leibniz’s account they are no longer identified with the corporeal substance.  

Hence there is no special problem about their unity.   

This position is on full display in Leibniz’s last two main contributions to the 

correspondence.  In Letter 135, composed in January 1716, he returns to the topic of corporeal 

substance and proposes to address it as if beginning anew, “with prejudices set aside as much as 

possible.”  He stresses that in his treatment of corporeal substance he is “absolutely of the same 

opinion as the Scholastics”: “their primary matter and substantial form, namely the primitive 

active and passive powers of the composite, and the complete thing resulting from these, are 

really that substantial bond that I am urging.”  Continuing, he tells Des Bosses, “my doctrine of 

composite substance seems to be the very doctrine of the Peripatetic school, except that their 
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doctrine does not recognize monads.  But I add them, with no detriment to the doctrine itself.  

You will hardly find another difference, even if you are bent on doing so.” 

The same stance is affirmed in Letter 138, the final letter of the correspondence.  Leibniz 

describes himself as offering an “emended Peripatetic philosophy,” which he deduces from two 

propositions: that composite substance exists and imparts reality to phenomena, and that 

substance naturally neither arises nor perishes.  In his words: “I do not believe that I depart from 

the Scholastic doctrine of corporeal substances except in this one thing, that I do away with the 

generation and corruption of true substances, whether simple or composite, since I find it to be 

neither necessary nor explicable.”  The essence of a composite substance is identified with the 

substantial bond, to which belong substantial form and primary matter, or primitive active and 

passive power.  This substance, or substantial bond, “requires monads, but does not involve them 

essentially, since it can exist without monads and monads without it.”  Accordingly, Leibniz 

concludes, “Composite substance does not consist formally in monads and their subordination, 

for then it would be a mere aggregate, i.e., an accidental being; rather, it consists in primitive 

active and passive force.”  

 From this primitive active and passive force, he continues, “arise the qualities, actions 

and passions of the composite, which are perceived by the senses, if more than phenomena are 

assumed.”  Included among the properties of body on this account is that of being a real 

continuum: “in primary matter…, or in the passive [power] of a composite substance, there is 

involved the foundation of continuity, from which it follows that a true continuum arises from 

composite substances positioned next to each other, unless extension is supernaturally destroyed 

by God.”  This marks one of the sharpest contrasts between the theory of monads and the 

“emended Peripatetic philosophy.”  Whereas the former takes the continuum to be merely ideal, 



 75 

the form of our representation of space, the latter embraces a robust realism about the continuity 

of matter: “Real continuity can arise only from a substantial bond.  If there existed nothing 

substantial besides monads, that is, if composites were mere phenomena, then extension itself 

would be nothing but a phenomenon resulting from coordinated simultaneous appearances.”87    

In his last two letters, Leibniz goes out of his way to emphasize to Des Bosses that with 

the addition of the hypothesis of the vinculum, the theory of monads can accommodate the 

commonsense realism of the Peripatetic doctrine of corporeal substance.  He also continues to 

defend his hypothesis as the most coherent explanation of the Catholic dogma of 

transubstantiation.  Yet while Leibniz stresses the adequacy of his proposal in these respects, he 

gives no sign of having moved closer to embracing the Peripatetic view as his own.  In terms of 

saving the phenomena, he believes, the theory of monads is in no weaker a position than 

commonsense realism.  “If bodies were mere phenomena,” he writes in Letter 138, “they would 

not deceive the senses on account of that.  For the senses do not make known anything about 

metaphysical matters.”  Metaphysical matters, such as the existence of a substantial bond, must 

be settled on other grounds, and here Leibniz acknowledges no significant change in his position.  

Because he has dealt with the topic only intermittently, he tells Des Bosses, there may sometimes 

be the appearance of inconsistency in what he writes.  Nevertheless, he reassures his friend that 

“with the matter examined it will be more in the mode of expression than in fact.” 

 

11.  Leibniz’s Final Metaphysics: Idealism or Realism? 

Given that Leibniz’s correspondence with Des Bosses extends over the last ten years of his life 

and that his final letter was written less than six months before his death, one might hope to find 

in the correspondence a definitive statement of his metaphysics.  Unfortunately, this hope 
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remains unfulfilled.  The exchange takes the form of a protracted dialogue in which Leibniz 

presents a variety of positions in response to the questions and criticisms of Des Bosses.  Rarely 

does Leibniz advance his own views as explicitly or as forcefully as he does in the De Volder 

correspondence.  Nevertheless, the Des Bosses correspondence reveals more fully than any other 

source the ontological options that Leibniz believes open to him and confirms what is arguably 

the main tendency of his thought. 

As we have seen, a central problem facing Leibniz and his interpreters concerns the 

extension of the term ‘substance.’  Does this term apply to certain kinds of bodies, “corporeal 

substances,” or to soul-like simple substances alone?  Leibniz’s ambivalence on this point 

extends throughout his career and into his correspondence with Des Bosses.  In the latter half of 

their correspondence, Leibniz presents Des Bosses with a choice between two rival metaphysical 

systems.  The first, often described by commentators as a species of idealism, assigns an absolute 

existence to monads alone.  In themselves, monads stand in no external spatio-temporal relations.  

Space and time are ideal relations that order the realm of phenomena, or the appearances of 

bodies.  Matter (i.e. secondary matter, or the stuff of bodies) has no reality over and above that of 

monads.  Bodies are merely the contents of the coordinated perceptions of monads, or else 

identical with monads themselves.88   

Opposed to this is the position Leibniz refers to as his “emended Peripatetic philosophy.”  

He arrives at it by adding to the theory of monads the hypothesis of a substantial bond, which 

according to his final conception of it is both a corporeal substance in its own right and the 

principle of unity for an ever-changing set of monads.  In contrast to the position defended by 

Des Bosses, monads are fundamental elements of nature, but they are not the only such elements.  

In terms of their existence, substantial bonds are equally fundamental, and they confer on matter 
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a reality that is not reducible to that of monads, and properties such as continuity that do not 

result from monads.   

 In some of his letters, Leibniz appears content to present Des Bosses with the choice 

between these two theories and to explain why he believes that the explanation of 

transubstantiation requires the postulation of substantial bonds, and hence the reality of bodies.  

He adopts this approach in Letter 95, which we considered above, as well as in Letter 110 from 

January 1713.  Here Leibniz’s irenic tendencies are fully in view: if one believes in 

transubstantiation and also accepts the theory of monads, then one must adopt substantial bonds; 

if, on the other hand, one’s faith does not require the affirmation of transubstantiation, then one 

may rest with monads alone, with bodies reduced to phenonena.  Given this choice, it is natural 

to think that Leibniz would opt for the latter view.  Since he does not accept transubstantiation as 

a dogma of faith, he would be unlikely to affirm the existence of substantial bonds on these 

grounds.  We should not dismiss too quickly, however, the possibility that Leibniz may have had 

other reasons for upholding the existence of substantial bonds.  The topic of corporeal substance 

was of concern to him long before his discussion of transubstantiation with Des Bosses.  Since 

he defends substantial bonds as a means of preserving the reality of corporeal substance, and not 

simply as an explanation of transubstantiation, it would be premature to conclude that he rejects 

their existence outright.89 

 The strongest evidence that this is Leibniz’s position appears in Letter 102: 

I regard the explanation of all phenomena solely through the perceptions of 

monads agreeing among themselves, with corporeal substance excluded, to be 

useful for a fundamental investigation of things.  In this way of explaining things, 

space becomes the order of coexisting phenomena, as time is the order of 
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successive phenomena, and there is no absolute or spatial nearness or distance 

between monads.  To say that they are crowded together in a point or 

disseminated in space is to employ certain fictions of our mind when we willingly 

seek to imagine things that can only be understood.  No extension or composition 

of the continuum is involved in this account either, and all the problems about 

points disappear. 

The view sketched here is similar to that advanced in the final letters to De Volder, and there is 

reason to see it as bedrock in Leibniz’s investigations of nature.  The idealism of the theory of 

monads is to be preferred over any other account because it is the simplest theory consistent with 

the phenomena.  All the phenomena of nature are accounted for, and nothing is postulated in the 

theory that is explanatorily idle.90   

 For the moment we defer judgment on the philosophical adequacy of the theory of 

monads.  What bears stressing is that, even if Leibniz were to accept the theory of monads as an 

adequate philosophical theory, this would not necessarily mean that the theory corresponded to 

his final metaphysics.  In principle, Leibniz also acknowledges extra-philosophical reasons as 

relevant to the decision whether or not to adopt a particular metaphysics.  For a Roman Catholic, 

the miracle of transubstantiation would be such a reason.  Although the theory of monads is 

consistent with the phenomena, in which there is no observed change in the appearances of the 

bread and wine, it cannot account for the conversion of substance.  Hence, if the possibility of 

the miracle is to be explained, the theory of monads must be revised.  Although Leibniz himself 

does not accept transubstantiation, he may recognize similar reasons, originating in non-natural 

or “metaphysical” facts, for extending the theory of monads.  In Letter 107 he comes close to 

admitting this to Des Bosses: 
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[the hypothesis of bodies are reduced to phenomena alone] is pleasing in many 

ways.  We do not need anything other than monads and their internal 

modifications, with supernatural things excluded from philosophy.  But I fear that 

we cannot explain the mystery of the Incarnation and other things unless real 

bonds or unions are accepted. 

If an acceptable metaphysical theory must account for the possibility of the Incarnation of Christ, 

that is, the real union of divine and human natures, then clearly the theory of monads by itself 

will not suffice.  Here, as in the case of transubstantiation, some further vinculum is required.   

If this is right, and supposing for the moment the philosophical adequacy of the theory of 

monads, then Leibniz is faced with a choice from among the following positions: (i) the theory 

of monads can be upheld as a complete metaphysics, thereby rebuffing the explanatory demands 

of revealed theology; (ii) the theory of monads can be upheld while allowing its incompleteness 

as a metaphysics: it is an adequate philosophical theory, but some theological questions take us 

beyond philosophy; (iii) the theory of monads can be extended by the addition of metaphysical 

principles of union. 

 In a few texts, Leibniz comes close to supporting (i), but it is unlikely that this is his 

considered position.91  Leibniz is no theological radical.  He is committed to supporting the 

claims of revealed theology and would presumably reject any attempt to deny the truthfulness of 

those claims.  How he would decide between (ii) and (iii) is less straightforward.  To accept 

either option is to affirm the incompleteness of the theory of monads as a metaphysics.  One’s 

understanding of reality must allow for the existence of more than soul-like monads and their 

harmonious perceptions.  It is worth underlining that Leibniz could accept such a conclusion 

without explicitly affirming the existence of real unions, i.e., adopting option (iii).  The 
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alternative would be to remain agnostic on this point: he could continue to insist on the adequacy 

of the theory of monads as a metaphysics of nature and take no stand on whether other entities 

must be introduced in order to account for the supernatural truths of religion. 

 Leibniz’s reply to Tournemine on the need for a real union of soul and body provides an 

example of this approach.  His preferred way of addressing the point is to defend the phenomenal 

adequacy of the theory of monads, while insisting that he “does not deny” a further principle of 

union.92  The evaluation of this response is complicated by the fact that it again involves an 

assessment of Leibniz’s stance toward the doctrines of the Catholic Church.  The point on which 

Tournemine insists, that the human being, body and soul, is an unum per se, reflects the 

declaration of the Fifth Lateran Council, as Leibniz notes in an earlier letter to Arnauld.  Thus, 

his agnosticism in this case is unsurprising.  As in his discussion of transubstantiation with Des 

Bosses, it amounts to an admission that he does not reject Roman Catholics interpreting his 

position in this way.  The point stands, though, that the acceptance of theological doctrines may 

entail substantive metaphysical commitments. 

 Setting aside issues raised by revealed theology, there remains the question of whether 

Leibniz’s final metaphysics reflects his recognition of philosophical reasons for extending the 

theory of monads to include the hypothesis of substantial bonds, and hence the reality of 

corporeal substance.  Without a doubt, Leibniz’s Aristotelian sympathies inclined him toward 

affirming the substantiality of living bodies such as plants and animals.  But what can we 

conclude from this?  Does it follow that his final metaphysics is an “emended Peripatetic 

philosophy” as opposed to the idealism of the theory of monads?  

It is unlikely that this question can be settled on textual grounds alone.  There are too 

many passages that can be cited on both sides of the issue, a circumstance that has led some to 
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express skepticism about the coherence of Leibniz’s later philosophy.93  Such pessimism, we 

believe, is unwarranted.  Although certainty may lie outside our grasp, attention to the 

development of Leibniz’s philosophy can bring clarity to our understanding of his position.  As 

Leibniz himself says, when the matter is examined, any appearance of inconsistency will be 

“more in the mode of expression than in fact.”  

 The Des Bosses correspondence is responsible for a critical advance in Leibniz’s 

philosophy.  Prior to his exchange with Des Bosses, Leibniz had spoken often of corporeal 

substance, but he had failed to tackle in a concerted way the problem of reconciling the reality of 

corporeal substance with the theory of monads.94  His key insight, evident in the draft of his 

second letter to Des Bosses, is that a reconcilation is possible only if room is made for a “real 

union” of the soul or dominant monad and the subordinated monads of its body.  It is worth 

recounting why this is so.  The governing idea is that for anything to qualify as a substance it 

must possess the property of being an unum per se.  No mere plurality of monads can possesses 

this property.  By themselves, monads are metaphysically isolated individuals (each is, as it 

were, “a world apart”), whose relations are limited to correlations among the contents of their 

perceptions.  As Leibniz writes in his notes for Letter 110, “I acknowledge no modes of monads 

except perceptions and appetites, or tendencies to new perceptions; and through these alone it 

happens that souls or monads are subordinated to one another--that is, subordinated 

representatively, with no real influx between them.” 

 Relations of this sort are sufficient to designate a set of monads as a “being through 

aggregation,” but they fall short of making it an unum per se.  The aggregate is composed of 

unities, but it itself lacks an intrinsic unity; it is a plurality of things united by mind-dependent 

relations.  Granting this point, it might still be objected that there is something special about the 
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relation between a soul and the subordinated monads of its body--something that warrants our 

designating their composite a “substance.”  Leibniz stresses that the embodied creature, as much 

as the soul itself, possesses an identity through change.  Although the soul and the subordinated 

monads of its body lack an intrinsic unity, there is a sense in which their aggregate persists, 

despite a constant flux of monads.  Given this, it might be supposed that in this case Leibniz 

intended to loosen the conditions on what counts as a substance.  If living bodies, plants and 

animals, are paradigmatic substances, then it might be the criterion of per se unity that has to go, 

rather than the judgment that there exist corporeal substances.  If we can define a notion of 

persistence based on relations of monadic subordination, why shouldn’t that be enough to call 

the relevant aggregates “substances”?   

However appealing this idea, the Des Bosses correspondence demonstrates that it is not 

Leibniz’s response to the problem of corporeal substance.  By the beginning of the exchange, 

Leibniz has reached the conclusion that, given the foundational truth of the theory of monads, the 

reality of corporeal substance can be upheld only if one acknowledges the existence of a “real 

union,” or substantial bond.  As he makes the point in his final letter, “Composite substance does 

not consist formally in monads and their subordination, for then it would be a mere aggregate, 

i.e., an accidental being; rather, it consists in primitive active and passive force.”   Over the 

course of his exchange with Des Bosses, Leibniz’s conception of the substantial bond undergoes 

an important transformation.  He begins with the intuition that the role of the substantial bond is 

to provide an aggregate of monads with a “real union,” such that they together comprise a 

composite substance.  On this account, the substance would be the bonded monads, whose 

perceptions identify them as a dominant monad and the subordinated monads of its body.  Under 

Des Bosses’s questioning, Leibniz is forced to revise his position, ultimately identifying 
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corporeal substance with the substantial bond itself, now endowed with primitive active and 

passive force, or form and primary matter.  Thereafter, Leibniz maintains that corporeal 

substance has no essential relation to monads: the former can exist as a substance, independently 

of the existence of monads; and monads can exist in relations of domination and subordination, 

independently of the existence of corporeal substance. 

This development alters in a decisive way the balance between realism and idealism in 

Leibniz’s thought.  A commitment to realism concerning corporeal substance becomes a 

commitment to the existence of an entity, the vinculum, that has no essential connection to 

monads.  Because it is the corporeal substance, it is no longer needed as a unifier of monads.  In 

effect, we are presented with a metaphysics in which any living body is accounted for twice 

ontologically: once as an organized mass of monads, once as a corporeal substance.  To avoid 

this duplication of ontological commitment, Leibniz could move in either of two directions.  He 

could drop monads altogether and uphold the existence of corporeal substances, conceived 

according to the Unity View.  In this case, his world, like Des Bosses’s, would be populated by 

Aristotelian living bodies, each of which consisted of a substantial form and primary matter, 

neither of which existed independently of a concrete substance.  Alternatively, Leibniz could 

drop corporeal substances and cleave to the idealism of the theory of monads.  What seems 

unmotivated, however, is the “emended Peripatetic philosophy,” which seeks to uphold the 

existence of both monads and corporeal substances. 

Leibniz presents the latter to Des Bosses as an ontological option: he does not espouse the 

theory as his own.  It is significant that Leibniz does not even consider renouncing monads in 

favor of a pure ontology of corporeal substances.  To the extent that he tries to account for the 

latter, it is as an addition to the theory of monads.  This is the pivotal point on which a judgment 
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about his final metaphysics must rest.  Leibniz insists repeatedly that the theory of monads is, as 

a metaphysics of nature, explanatorily adequate.   It satisfactorily accounts for all the 

phenomena, including such basic facts as the soul’s embodiment (explained in terms of monadic 

subordination) and the veridicality of perception (explained in terms of the agreement among 

monadic perceptions).  There is no phenomenon left unexplained that would be explained by the 

postulation of corporeal substances.  From this perspective, corporeal substances are 

explanatorily otiose.  In his notes to Letter 110, Leibniz makes the case succinctly: “The 

hypothesis of mere monads has this distinction, that with it assumed, nothing remains 

unexplained, nor is anything assumed except what is proven and what must be assumed 

necessarily.” 

 The realist may object here, as Des Bosses does, that a denial of the existence of 

corporeal substance is at odds with commonsense beliefs about the reality of the material world.  

If we know anything, the realist urges, it is that some bodies are genuine substances: living 

creatures that endure through change.  So, it seems, Leibniz will reply, and so it is, to a degree.  

Certain instances of monadic subordination are stable configurations, in which a soul represents 

a changing collection of other monads as its enduring body.  This accounts for the phenomenon 

of persistence; nothing more is explained if we claim that these monads are naturally 

accompanied by a vinculum, which really is the corporeal substance.  Leibniz’s philosophy, 

properly understood, does not trade in such metaphysical extravagences.  Common parlance is 

not the measure of ontological commitment.  We often say that things are such-and-such when, 

in fact, the underlying reality is quite different.  Bodies are colored; they interact causally with 

other bodies and with souls; remote bodies attract each other across the infinite expanses of 

space--all of these things we say, and to an extent we understand what we say; yet none is 
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literally true, according to Leibniz’s philosophy.  The philosophical argument for the reality of 

corporeal substance is no stronger than the argument for intersubstantial causation.  As in that 

case, it is entirely consistent with our and Leibniz’s common talk of “living bodies,” 

“organisms,” and even “corporeal substances,” that the underlying reality is quite different: a 

world of monads and their harmonized perceptions.95   

That is where philosophy leads us.  Yet it is not necessarily the path that Leibniz follows.  

The Des Bosses correspondence shows how theological concerns may point one in a different 

direction, toward “real unions” or “substantial bonds” that are posited to explain metaphysical 

facts (such as transubstantiation), which in principle are unobservable.  If Leibniz recognizes 

such facts, then his final metaphysics may include a commitment to the reality of corporeal 

substance; if he does not, then the case for his idealism is overwhelming.96    
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Notes 

 
1 In English this term has been translated as both ‘substantial bond’ and ‘substantial chain.’  

We prefer the former, since it preserves the anachronistic but helpful analogy with chemical 

bonding. 

2  For further details and relevant references, see Look 1999, 16-17. 

3  This remains Des Bosses’s objective throughout the correspondence.  See, e.g., Letter 

101, where he attempts to explain the unity of the monads of a living body “in the language of 

the Peripatetics, by means of which I shall try to adapt your system wherever possible for the use 

of the schools.” 

4  In 1668 Leibniz initiated the project of the Catholic Demonstrations under the auspices of 

Johann Christian von Boineburg, first minister to the elector of Mainz.  As Mercer argues, one of 

the motivations for the project was to promote reconciliation between Roman Catholics and 

Lutherans, by resolving “certain theological problems in a way that would satisfy members of 

both faiths and that would remain consistent with the doctrinal pronouncements of the Council of 

Trent” (2001, 63).  Among these problems was that of transubstantiation, which Leibniz 

analyzed in an essay c. 1668 (A VI.i: 508-12/L 115-20), with very different results from those 

reached in the correspondence with Des Bosses.  Leibniz’s continued commitment to the 

Catholic Demonstrations can be traced in writings up through the final breakdown in his 

discussions with Bossuet over church reunion during the early 1690s (see, e.g., A II.i: 487-91/L 

259-62; A VI.iv N408-420; and on the breakdown, Murray 2002).  Even thereafter, however, his 

view of the authority of the Catholic Church remained undiminished.  The following statement, 

from a 1679 letter to Duke Johann Friedrich, can be taken to represent his position throughout 
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his career: “nothing is more useful for the general good than the authority of a universal church 

which forms a body of all Christians, united by bonds of charity, and which can hold in sacred 

respect the greatest powers on earth as long as they are still sensible to the reproaches of their 

consciences.  Every good person should therefore desire that the luster of the church everywhere 

be restored and that the spiritual power of its true ministers over the faithful may be more fully 

recognized than is often done, even among those who pass as the most Catholic” (A VI.i: 489/L 

261, quoted in Mercer 2001, 67).  Later, Leibniz will make explicit a question that is perhaps 

already implicit in this passage: whether the true Catholic, or universal, Church must be 

identified with the present Roman Catholic Church.  See below, note 26. 

5  Sommervogel (1890, vol. 1, 1857-58) quotes from a letter to a fellow Jesuit in which Des 

Bosses speaks of his plan for a “Clavis Lycaei, on which I have worked during my leisure hours 

for many years; this will be a treatise on metaphysics that I hope to publish soon, if God 

preserves my life and a modicum of health.  My principal aim is to prove two things: first, that 

matter is a thing distinguished from extension; second, that there is a distinction that is more than 

modal, and consequently real, between matter and primitive corporeal forms.”   

6  See the papers collected in Lodge 2004. 

7  For an assessment of these efforts, see Rutherford 1995 and 1996. 

8  As we have observed, the latter was a long-standing concern for Leibniz.  It is evidenced 

in his readiness to accommodate the objections of Tournemine on the issue of soul-body union 

(see below, §7), and his desire that the Theodicy receive a favorable reception in the Mémoires 

de Trévoux, which Tournemine edited (see Letters 100, 118, 122).  On a number of occasions in 

the correspondence, Leibniz expresses interest in locating agreement with Catholic theologians, 
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although he also insists that he does not want to hide his own allegiance.  See Letters 16, 47, 50, 

102. 

9  Letter 20.  See also Letter 24: “Philosophical essays, no less than mathematical ones, 

exceed the grasp of the public, but they are more open to hostile interpretations.  That is why I 

would prefer that one day they be presented united rather than in pieces and exposed to attacks, 

unable to defend each other.” 

10  “Preliminary Discourse on the Conformity of Reason with Faith,” §86 (G.vi.100/H 122). 

11  See Antognazza 2002; Murray 2002. 

12  “Our greatest failure has been the sectarian spirit which imposes limits on itself by 

rejecting others” (G.iv.523-24/L 496).  For further citations, see Rutherford 1996, 197-99. 

13  “The truth is more widespread than one thinks, but it is very often painted over, and very 

often also disguised, weakened, disfigured, corrupted by additions which damage it and render it 

less useful.  By exposing these traces of the truth in the ancients, or (to speak more generally) in 

our predecessors, gold is extracted from mud, the diamond from its mine, and light from 

darkness; and this would amount to a certain perennial philosophy.”  Letter to Nicholas Remond, 

26 August 1714 (G.iii.624-25). 

14  For more on this point, see the editors’ introduction to Rutherford and Cover 2005. 

15  In the draft of the letter, Leibniz writes (with the bracketed words deleted): “I do not 

think we should depart from customary ways of speaking [provided that words are taken in the 

correct sense].” 

16  Compare Letter 78: “When the matter is explained properly, we can be accommodating in 

how it is expressed.”  He gives the following example in Letter 52: “Writers speaking popularly 
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often confound ‘infallibly determined’ with ‘necessarily’ in the strict sense, with the result that 

sometimes they speak more harshly than they think.”  In the draft, the last clause reads: “… with 

the result that the errors of many in this respect indeed consist more in words than in things.” 

17  Leibniz comes closest to providing an answer to the second question in Theodicy, §168.  

The criterion he invokes is acceptance of his “fundamental assumption that God has chosen the 

best of all possible worlds”: “There are philosophers who have maintained that there is nothing 

possible except that which actually happens.  These are the same people who thought or could 

have thought that all is absolutely necessary.  Some were of this opinion because they admitted a 

brute or blind necessity in the cause of the existence of things: and it is these I have most reason 

for opposing.  But there are others who are mistaken only because they misuse terms.  They 

confuse moral necessity with metaphysical necessity: they imagine that since God cannot help 

acting for the best he is deprived of freedom, and things are endowed with that necessity which 

philosophers and theologian endeavor to avoid.  With these writers my dispute is only one of 

words, provided they admit, in fact, that God chooses and does the best” (G.vi.210-11/H 228-

29). 

18  See Couturat 1901, 513-15.  On the range of the Jesuits’ scientific activities, see the 

papers collected in Feingold 2003. 

19  For accounts of Leibniz’s knowledge of, and writings on, China, see Mungello 1977; 

Widmaier 1990; Cook and Rosemont 1994; Perkins 2004. 

20  For a full discussion, see Perkins 2004, ch. 4. 

21  G.ii.382.  Translated in Cook and Rosemont 1994, 71.  Leibniz recognizes the uncertainty 

involved in the interpretation of ancient Chinese texts.  However, in the absence of proof to the 
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contrary, we are obliged to understand the views they express charitably: “even if it [Chinese 

doctrine] is regarded equivocally, it is advisable to give it the most favorable meaning….  If we 

ever impute to Confucius doctrines that are not his, certainly no pious deception would be more 

innocent, since danger to those mistaken and offense to those who teach is absent” (Cook and 

Rosemont 1994, 63).  In short, the least harm is done if Confucius’ views are interpreted in a 

way that renders them consistent with Christianity.  

22  See Principles of Nature and Grace, §18 (G.vi.606/AG 212-13); Monadology, §90 

(G.vi.622-23/AG 224-25); and Rutherford 2003. 

23  In Theodicy, §95 Leibniz supports this conclusion with further appeals to Catholic 

authority: “Father Francis Xavier answered the Japanese that if their ancestors had used well 

their natural light God would have given them the grace necessary for salvation; and the Bishop 

of Geneva, Francis de Sales, gives full approval to this answer” (G.vi.156/H 176). 

24  Spee was appointed professor at Paderborn in 1624; from 1626 he taught at Speyer, 

Wesel, Trier, and Cologne.  He is best known for his Cautio Criminalis (1631), which argued for 

reforms in the prosecution of witchcraft.  Spee’s Güldenes Tugendbuch (published posthumously 

in 1649) had a profound influence on the development of Leibniz’s theological and ethical 

views.  He was introduced to Spee’s work in the late 1660s during his employment as secretary 

to Johann Christian von Boineburg, first minister to the elector-bishop of Mainz, Johann Philipp 

von Schönborn--himself a follower of Spee.  See Theodicy, §97; G.vii.550; and the texts 

gathered at A VI.iv: 2514-29, especially “Dialogue sur la nature des trois vertues divines: Foy, 

Esperance et Charité,” which Leibniz translated from the preface to Spee’s book. 
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25  Des Bosses insists that this was also Spee’s view.  Later, he sent Leibniz a copy of a 1624 

letter by Spee confirming this point (Gr 223).  On receiving it, Leibniz replied in Letter 87: 

“Thank you for Father Spee’s German letter, which is clearly extraordinary, but at the same time 

is more filled with emotion (even if praiseworthy) than reason.” 

26  “Schism is contrary to charity, heresy contrary to faith.  Therefore, all those are 

schismatics who do not recognize as their brothers those who do not disagree fundamentally [non 

fundamentaliter dissentientes].  Charity is the defining mark of the Catholic Church.  He is a 

Catholic whose love is universal [catholicus].  He is a schismatic who allows salvation to no one 

outside his belief [opinionem].  The definition of charity, as our learned teach, is a good will….  

I define charity as benevolence, albeit universal benevolence” (D.vi.313). 

27  For further background, see Abercrombie 1936;  and the article “Jansénisme,” by J. 

Carryere, in Dictionnaire de théologie catholique, vol 8, part 1, 318-530. 

28  We rely here on the presentation in Kremer 1994. 

29  See Abercrombie 1936, 321.  Translated in Sleigh 1990, 27. 

30  Among Quesnel’s later works are two published defenses of Arnauld: Histoire abregée de 

la vie et des ouvrages de Monsr. Arnauld, ci-devant imprimée sous le titre de Question curieuse 

&c. Augmentée dans cette nouvelle edition (Cologne, 1695) and Defensio Arnaldina, sive, 

Analytica: synposis libro de correptione et gratia (quae ab Arnaldo, doctore Sorbonico, edita est 

an. 1644) ab omnibus reprehensorum vindicata calumniis (Antwerp, 1700).  For further 

discussion, see Dictionnaire de théologie catholique, art. “Quesnel et le Quesnellisme,” vol. 12, 

1460ff. 
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31  Augustine, Confessions X, 29: “Give what you command and command what you will. 

[Da quod jubes et jube quod vis.]” 

32  See letters 20 and 24.  In Letter 22 Des Bosses disputes Leibniz’s interpretation of the 

Church’s infallibility. 

33  Leibniz acknowledges the difficulty in pinning down Jansen’s views, and in Letters 24 

and 100 expresses his wish for a trustworthy summary of the contents of Augustinus.  For such a 

summary, see Abercrombie 1936, 126-53.  The controversy surrounding the propositions is 

discussed at length in the Dictionnaire de théologie catholique, art. “Jansénisme,” vol. 8, part 1, 

474-95. 

34  Leibniz explicitly criticizes central Jansenist claims in Letters 24 and 50.  See also 

Theodicy, §§93-94, 283. 

35  See Molina 1953, 14 (= Concordia, pars I, disp. 2, art. 3). 

36  Leibniz had already presented his position to Des Bosses in these terms in Letter 50: “I 

believe that freedom must be saved not only from compulsion but also from necessity, yet not 

from infallibility or determination, for there must always be a reason why one thing rather than 

another happens, and there is never an indifference of perfect equilibrium.  But a determining 

reason determines by inclining, not by necessitating, since things’ happening differently does not 

imply a contradiction.” 

37  See Murray 1996, following Knebel 1991.  Grua (1953, 222-37) documents a range of 

other possible sources familiar to Leibniz and earlier uses of the expression in his writings.  See 

also Adams 1994, 21-22; 2005.  

38  See Theodicy, §§22-33, 231, 369. 
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39  Theodicy, §132 (G.vi.184/H 203).  Compare Theodicy, §§168, 174, 175, 231, 234, 237, 

310, 344, 351, 367. 

40  Compare Adams: “when Leibniz says that God’s choice of the best is morally necessary, 

we must take him to mean that it is necessary that if God did not choose the best, God would not 

be perfectly good” (1994, 22).  Although it is plausible to see God’s perfect goodness as the 

attribute that explains the moral necessity of his good acts, Leibniz himself highlights the 

perfection of divine wisdom.  This is because every will, on his account, naturally inclines 

toward the good.  God and “the wise” are distinguished by the fact that they infallibly know the 

good as good. 

41  See also Leibniz’s fifth letter to Clarke, §4: “We must also distinguish between a 

necessity which takes place because the opposite implies a contradiction (which necessity is 

called logical, metaphysical, or mathematical) and a necessity which is moral, whereby a wise 

being chooses the best, and every mind follows the strongest inclination” (G.vii.389/L 696).  Cf. 

ibid., §§7-8. 

42  On Vasquez, see Letter 51, note 8. 

43  “[W]hatever perception one may have of the good, the effort to act in accordance with the 

judgment, which in my opinion forms the essence of the will, is distinct from it.  Thus, since 

there is need of time to raise this effort to its climax, it may be suspended, and even changed, by 

a new perception or inclination which passes athwart it, which diverts the mind from it, and 

which even causes it sometimes to make a contrary judgment” (G.vi.301/H 314). 

44  New Essays II.xxi.47 (RB 195-6).  See also Leibniz’s fifth letter to Clarke, §11. 

45  See Sleigh 2005. 
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46  See Busche 1997; Mercer 2001. 

47  For a fuller account, see Rutherford 1995, ch. 6. 

48  Discourse on Metaphysics, §9 (A VI.iv: 1541-42/AG 42). 

49  Leibniz restates his reasoning in a subsequent letter: “I had asserted that one must admit 

in bodies the existence of something which is truly a single entity, since matter or extended mass 

in itself can only be many entities, as St. Augustine very well pointed out after Plato.  Now, I 

deduce that many entities do not exist where there is not a single one that is genuinely an entity 

and that every multiplicity pressupposes unity….  I am very far removed from the opinion which 

states that animate bodies are only a small part of the others.  For I believe rather that everything 

is full of animate bodies….  I maintain that the number of souls or at least of forms is quite 

infinite, and that since matter is endlessly divisible, one cannot fix on a part so small that there 

are no animate bodies within, or at least bodies endowed with a basic entelechy or (if you permit 

one to use the word ‘life’ so generally) with a vital principle, that is to corporeal substances 

about which it may be said in general of them all that they are living” (G.ii.118/M 151-52). 

50  See also the discussions of Robinet 1986 and C. Wilson 1989. 

51  Leibniz makes an intriguing suggestion in the preceding passage about the unity of a 

corporeal substance.  Consistent with what he says elsewhere, this unity is ascribed to the action 

of the substantial form, but here this action seems to be restricted to the form’s representation of 

the body as one in relation to external things.  If Leibniz were suggesting that the unity of a 

corporeal substance is a function solely of the body’s being represented as one, then this would 

seem to imply that the unity of a corporeal substance is nothing over and above the unity of the 

soul.  However, Leibniz does not draw this conclusion.  Whatever he means to say in this 
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passage about the unity of a corporeal substance, he conceives of it as an animated body, to 

which belong material properties such as impenetrability. 

52  This notation is a later addition to Leibniz’s copy of the letter.  It does not appear in the 

version received by Arnauld.  However, a related passage is included in the draft of the letter: “If 

one takes as matter of body the assembly of substances from which the mass is composed, it is 

not essential to the substance, and we can lose successively all the parts of our body.  However, 

in the present state of the body these present parts are essential to it, make up its immediate 

requisites, and consequently they constitute a whole, which moreover has a genuine unity.  For in 

examining on other occasions in a sufficiently rigorous way what whole and part are, I have 

found this to be the case.  One can still give another definition of matter which conforms 

sufficiently to the meaning of the Scholastics but not sufficiently to ordinary usage.  According 

to this explanation, although matter is the principle of divisibility, it is no more divisible than 

form.  But this would be a dispute over words” (Finster 1997, 300).  For further discussion of 

Leibniz’s position, see Adams 1994, 345-49. 

53  Compare the draft of his letter to Arnauld of 28 November/8 December 1686.  After 

responding to Arnauld’s criticism of the “hypothesis of concomitance,” Leibniz writes: “The 

other difficulty is incomparably greater, concerning substantial forms and the souls of beasts; and 

I confess that I am not satisfied about it.  In the first place, one would have to be sure that bodies 

are substances and not merely true phenomena like the rainbow…. [A]part from man there is no 

body about which I can declare that it is a substance rather than an aggregate of many or perhaps 

a phenomenon.  However, it seems to me certain that if there are bodily substances, they do not 

belong to man alone, and it appears probable that animals have souls although they lack 
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consciousness (G.ii.72-73/M 88-90).  The corresponding passage in the sent version of the letter 

reads: “I should like to be able to express my ideas as clearly and decisively on the other 

question, regarding substantial forms.  The first difficulty that you point out, Sir, is that our body 

and soul are two substances which are really distinct; from which it seems the one is not the 

substantial form of the other.  I reply that in my opinion our body in itself, leaving the soul aside, 

i.e. the corpse, cannot be correctly called a substance, like a machine or a heap of stones, which 

are only entities through aggregation; for regular or irregular arrangement has no effect on 

substantial unity.  Besides, the last [Fifth] Lateran Council [1512-1517] asserts that the soul is 

truly the substantial form of our body” (G.ii.75/M 92-93). 

54  See Discourse on Metaphysics, §33 (A VI.iv: 1581-82/AG 65); Leibniz to Arnauld, 30 

April 1687 (G.ii.94-5/M 118); and A New System: “It is this mutual relation, regulated in 

advance in each substance of the universe, which produces what we call their communication, 

and which alone brings about the union of soul and body.  We can thus understand how the soul 

has its seat in the body by an immediate presence which could not be greater, since the soul is in 

the body as unity is in the resultant of unities, which is a multitude” (G.iv.484-85/AG 144). 

55  Mémoires, May 1703, 869-70. 

56  Ibid., 870. 

57  Leibniz expresses himself in similar terms in a March 1706 letter to the Electress Sophie: 

“As for the relation between the different unities, and in particular between mind and matter, I 

have conceived the system of preestablished harmony....  But if in addition to the relation of the 

mind and body, by which what happens in the one corresponds by itself to what occurs in the 

other, one still asks in what their union consists, I am not in a state to answer.  For this union is 
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not a phenomenon that makes itself known by sensible effects beyond this relation: and we 

cannot here below go beyond the phenomena (K.iii.174-75). 

58  However concessive, Leibniz’s answer does not satisfy Tournemine.  To it he retorts: 

“This union is not, as he says, a metaphysical idea.  The body is really and physically united to 

the soul, more than two clocks perfectly alike are united” (G.vi.597). 

59  He repeats the claim almost verbatim in the preface to the Theodicy: “It will perhaps be 

good to point out again… that, in denying the physical influence of the soul on the body or of the 

body on the soul, that is, an influence that makes the one disturb the laws of the other, I am not at 

all denying the union of the one with the other that makes of them a subject [suppôt]; but this 

union is something metaphysical that changes nothing in the phenomena.  This is what I have 

already said in response to what the Reverend Father Tournemine, whose mind and knowledge 

are extraordinary, had objected” (G.vi.45/H 69).  Cf. G.vi.81/H 104. 

60  See, e.g., Monadology, §70 (G.vi.619/AG 222). 

61  See also G.ii.252/AG 177; G.ii.275-76/AG 181-82. 

62  For discussions of this point, see Adams 1994 and Rutherford 1995. 

63  In the original Latin: “(5) Animal seu substantiam corpoream, quam Unam facit Monas 

dominans in Machinam.”  Many commentators have read Leibniz as claiming that the dominant 

monad makes the monads of its body into a corporeal substance that is an unum per se.  The two 

standard English translations support this inference: “(5) the animal, that is, the corporeal 

substance, which the dominating monad makes into one machine” (AG 177, which differs only 

slightly from L). 

64  For more on this issue, see Look 2002. 
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65  The Gerhardt text is corrupt at this point.  In place of “seu entelechia primaria 

animatum,” it should read: “si quidem corpus organicum ea massa constituat, sua entelechia 

primaria animatum.”  We owe this correction to Paul Lodge, whose edition of the Leibniz-De 

Volder correspondence is forthcoming in the Yale Leibniz series. 

66  Leibniz presents this thesis differently to different correspondents.  To Arnauld, he claims 

that the substantial parts of a “genuine unity” are only immediate requisites pro tempore 

(G.ii.119-20).  With this he appears to indicate a relation between a corporeal substance and 

other corporeal substances that are (for a time) material constituents of its body.  To De Volder, 

he asserts that subordinate monads do not make up a part of an organic body but are immediately 

required for it (G.ii.252).  This seems to amount to much the same claim, allowing the 

substitution of monads for corporeal substances as the ultimate constituents of secondary matter.  

Leibniz makes a somewhat different claim to Des Bosses in Letter 16: “Thus the primary matter 

of any substance involves the primary matter of another substance existing in its organic body, 

not as an essential part, but as an immediate requisite, and for a time only [pro tempore tantum], 

since one takes the place of another.”  Here the posited relation involves the primary matter of a 

soul or dominant monad and the primary matter of the subordinate monads of its body.  

Assuming that primary matter is the basis of a monad’s representation of itself as having a body, 

then the thrust of the claim is that the soul’s representation of itself as embodied “immediately 

requires” other monads’ representations of themselves as embodied (namely, those monads that 

represent themselves as the material constituents of the soul’s body).  Leibniz expresses a similar 

thought to De Volder when he says that the primitive passive power of a monad “is related to the 

whole mass of the organic body” (G.ii.252). 

 



 99 

 
 
67  The natural connection is that guaranteed by the hypothesis of preestablished harmony, 

whereby volitional states of the soul are correlated with appropriate bodily motions, and passive 

changes in the body are correlated with appropriate sensory perceptions in the soul.  If the soul 

did not stand in this sort of relation to a body of its own, it would have no intelligible connection 

to the physical universe or to the souls of other living creatures.  In Leibniz’s words, “to remove 

[spirits] from bodies and place is to remove them from the universal connection and order of the 

world, which relations with respect to time and place produce” (Letter 16).  How, though, are we 

to understand this assertion, given the reduction of matter to monads?  In that case, the secondary 

matter of a soul’s body is constituted by innumerable subordinate monads, united by relations of 

perceptual harmony.  Leibniz is committed to the view that every monad represents itself as an 

embodied creature that stands in spatiotemporal and causal relations to other bodies (cf. G.ii.277-

78/AG 183-84).  But this, it seems, is a function of its primary matter and is consistent with the 

absence of other monads (secondary matter) that ground the phenomenal appearance of its body.  

In principle, one could conceive of a world in which (i) there exist infinite monads, each of 

which represents itself as an embodied creature interacting with other bodies; (ii) the perceptions 

of these different monads agree sufficiently with each other that it is accurate to describe them as 

perceiving the same physical universe; (iii) their representations of their organic bodies fail to be 

“well-founded,” in the sense that there exist no monads identifiable as the secondary matter of 

those bodies.  There are various reasons for thinking that such a world would fail the test of 

maximizing perfection.  It is not clear, however, that the monads belonging to it would be 

entirely removed from the “universal order and connnection of the world.”  For further 

discussion, see Rutherford 1995, 188-204, 226-30.     
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68  Compare Leibniz’s statement in Letter 62: “The soul can indeed operate internally 

without the aid of bodies, but not externally.  Nevertheless, external things in bodies always 

correspond to its internal actions.  Of course, through a miracle God can establish a soul without 

a body, but this not not agree with the order of things.” 

69  Christiane Frémont, in her French edition of the correspondence, emphasizes the issue of 

transubstantiation and concludes that “Christology is essential to Leibniz’s philosophy” (1981, 

67).  This phrase is not repeated in the second edition of L’Être et la relation (1999), but her 

conclusion makes explicit the important role that she continues to see for transubstantiation in 

understanding Leibniz’s system. 

70  Theodicy, “Preliminary Discourse,” §19. 

71  Summa Theologica III, q. 75, a. 4 ad 3. 

72  Summa Theologica III, q. 76. 

73  Compare Letter 74: “Multipresence does not require the expansion or replication of 

dimensions.  Rather, it should be explained through a kind of presence having no relation to 

dimensions, just as if God should bring it about that something operates immediately at a 

distance.” 

74  In the last passage, Des Bosses is responding to Leibniz’s attempt in Letter 62 to 

distinguish the domains of the real and the ideal: “Mass and its diffusion result from monads, but 

not space….  For space is something continuous, but ideal, whereas mass is discrete, indeed an 

actual multitude, or a being by aggregation, but one from infinite unities.  In actual things, 

simples are prior to aggregates; in ideal things, the whole is prior to the part.  Neglect of this 

consideration has produced the labyrinth of the continuum.”  Des Bosses’s point is that even if 
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we honor this distinction, Leibniz owes us an explanation of how the “diffusion” of mass results 

from monads. 

75  In an earlier version of the letter that remained unsent, Leibniz expresses himself more 

fully: “it is not necessary, on your view, that those monads be destroyed or changed by God, but 

only that that through which they produce a new being be removed, namely, the union.  In this 

way, the substantiality depending on it will cease, although there will remain the phenomenon, 

which now will arise not from those monads, but from some divinely substituted equivalent to 

the union of those monads.  Thus no substantial subject will in fact participate.  Yet those of us 

who reject transubstantiation have no need of such things.” 

76  For further discussion of the difficulties the notion raises, see Look 2000. 

77  Letter 99.  Later in the same letter Des Bosses writes: “the common sense of men seems 

to understand something more in a sensible body than phenomena that consist in the operation of 

a perceiving soul.  And, speaking naturally, there ought to be some object distinct from the 

perception itself that corresponds to the perception, otherwise there would be no harmony.”  See 

also Letter 101. 

78  Compare Letter 101: “[M]onads, considered with respect to their essence by abstracting 

from all existence or physical actuality, are indeed substances and metaphysically complete 

primary beings, since they have metaphysical actuality, that is, an entelechy; but they are not 

complete in the manner of a physical substance, except in so far as and when a dominant 

entelechy bestows existence and therefore unity on the whole organic mass, e.g., on the body of 

the horse, so that this mass itself is subordinate to no other entelechy.”  In the preceding 

paragraph, Des Bosses explains how the body of an animal is made one thing “by virtue of the 
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existence emanating from the soul”: “[T]his existence is a certain substantial mode emanating 

from the soul, or the total and dominant form, and affecting the remaining partial monads and 

subordinating them to itself; and in virtue of this it happens that from these subordinating 

monads and this dominant monad there exists one corporeal substance, which is called a horse.” 

79  In Letter 123, Des Bosses challenges Leibniz’s position again, describing “the hypothesis 

reducing bodies to mere phenomena” as an “ingenious paradox,” and identifying it with the view 

defended by Berkeley.  In Letter 128, Leibniz cryptically replies: “We correctly maintain that 

bodies are things, for even phenomena are real.”  He goes on to dismiss Berkeley as someone 

who attacks the reality of bodies, and “the sort of person who wants to be known for his 

paradoxes.” 

80  See also Letter 116: if “bodies are mere phenomena, the substance of body should be 

sought in the phenomena alone.  But not in our phenomena, in which the prior appearances 

remain, but in those that appear to the divine mind and to those to whom God reveals them.” 

81  For explanations of this term, see Letters 105 and 110. 

82  Leibniz makes this point most explicitly in the notes that form the basis of Letter 110: 

“[T]he souls can be destroyed while the composite or corporeal substance remains, or the souls 

can remain while the composite or corporeal substance is destroyed….  [P]recisely and formally 

the one is independent of the other, that is, the bond or composite substance is independent of the 

monads and their modifications.” 

83  Letter 110, pp. 2-3. 

84  Letter 105, p. 7; Letter 135, p. 6. 
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85  See Letter 130: “If that real bond is possible, it should be possible for there to be an 

influence [influxus] of the unities on it, otherwise there will be no reason why it could be called 

the bond of them.”  In Letter 132, Des Bosses raises the objection that if the modifications of the 

substantial bond are merely an “echo” of those of the dominant monad, then there will be no 

reason to ascribe a power or principle of action to the bond.  In Letter 133, Leibniz replies that “a 

body returning an echo is still a principle of action.”  At the very least, though, he would have to 

concede that a substantial bond is not a spontaneous source of action in the manner of a monad, 

which “draw[s] everything from [its] own stores… by a certain eminent mechanism.” 

86  Admittedly this remains speculative.  In the ontological table that accompanies Letter 

133, Leibniz writes that the modification of a composite substance “arises from their mutual 

influence and consists in derivative active and passive powers, when bodies collide according to 

the laws of motion.”  See also Letter 138: “[Composite substance] acts mechanically, because it 

has in it both primitive or essential force, and derivative or accidental ones.” 

87  “Real continuity” is not associated with any difference in the phenomena.  On either 

account, extended things offer the same appearance of continuity.  The difference is that, on the 

theory of monads, continuity is merely ideal, whereas if a vinculum is added it is thereby made 

real.   Compare note 74. 

88  One of the sharpest statements of the view appears in Letter 100: “monads in themselves 

do not even have situation with respect to each other--at least one that is real, which extends 

beyond the order of phenomena.  Each is, as it were, a certain world apart, and they harmonize 

with each other through their phenomena, and not through any other intrinsic intercourse and 

connection….  It cannot be proved from harmony that there is something else in bodies other 
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than phenomena.  For it is established on other grounds that the harmony of phenomena in souls 

does not arise from an influx of bodies, but is preestablished.  And this would suffice if there 

were only souls or monads; in which case all real extension would also vanish, not to mention 

motion, whose reality would be reduced to mere changes of phenomena.”  Articulating the 

details of Leibniz’s idealism is a major challenge.  For two attempts, see Adams 1994; 

Rutherford 2004. 

89  This is attested to by two documents from outside the correspondence.  They are notable 

for linking the existence of composite substance to something like a vinculum, independently of 

the question of transubstantiation.  In marginalia written between 1715 and 1716 in a book by 

Aloysius Temmik (see Letter 22), Leibniz addresses the possibility of real unions of monads in a 

manner consistent with what he says in the Des Bosses correspondence: “If there are real unions, 

which do not result from the simple positing of unities, then they do not exist through the divine 

intellect alone, as do mere relations, but in addition through the divine will, which produces a 

new entity.  Such unions are necessary so that corporeal masses may be true beings, and they add 

something to monads beyond mere relation” (Ve 1083).   A second, undated study sketches a 

version of Leibniz’s initial account of the vinculum in Letter 95, concluding with a contrast 

between two rival metaphysical systems: “[I]f we add to the monads the reality of the 

composites, there arises space, mass, motion, corporeal substance.  There are two systems: one, 

of monads; the other, of real composites.  Real composites are two: immovable or immutable, 

space; mutable are bodies, and these are either aggregates of corporeal substances or substances.  

Corporeal substances ought therefore to have something real beyond the ingredients; or else 

there will be nothing but monads.  This real superadded thing is what makes the subjecthood of 
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body.  If we concede to masses no other reality than that of phenomena, we shall not have need 

for real space” (LH IV I, 1a Bl. 7).  A full transcription, translation, and commentary of this 

study is contained in Look 1998.   

90  As he writes to De Volder, “[S]ince everything ought to be deduced from the phenomena, 

by what evidence, I ask, might you prove that there is something real in things beyond these 

things, something substantial beside these substances, by which appearances that conform to the 

eternal laws of metaphysics and mathematics arise in things from themselves?  Whoever adds 

anything to these brings nothing about, works vainly in explaining things, and will be faced with 

inextricable difficulties” (G.ii.275/AG 181). 

91  Such an attitude is suggested in his letter to De Volder in which he dismisses 

Tournemine’s demand for a real union of soul and body as “not so much ultramundane as 

utopian” (G.ii.281/AG 184). 

92  See above, §7. 

93  Hartz 1998. 

94  Late in the correspondence (Letter 131), Leibniz admits to Des Bosses that he has never 

before seriously confronted this problem: “Whether my new response concerning monads will 

please you, I scarcely know.  I fear that the things I have written you at different times on the 

matter do not sufficiently agree among themselves, since I have certainly treated this argument 

concerning the raising of phenomena to reality, or composite substances, only on the occasion of 

your letters.” 

95  See above §3.  Typical of Leibniz’s attempts to reconcile the theory of monads with talk 

of “organisms” or “organic bodies” is the following passage from a letter to Pierre Dangicourt of 
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11 September 1716: “I am also of the opinion that, to speak exactly, there is no need of extended 

substance….  True substances are only simple substances or what I call ‘monads.’  And I believe 

that there are only monads in nature, the rest being only phenomena that result from them.  Each 

monad is a mirror of the universe according to its point of view and is accompanied by a 

multitude of other monads which compose its organic body, of which it is the dominant monad” 

(D.iii.499-500). 

96  For affirmations of this position, see inter alia: G.iii.606/L 655; G.iii.636/L 659. 


