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Leibniz has long been held to be an idealist.1  Minimally, this involves the claim that, in his late 

writings at least, Leibniz’s ground-floor ontology--his inventory of the ultimately real, 

independently existing things--is limited to mind-like simple substances, or monads.  This fixes 

one meaning of the term ‘idealism,’ and considerable textual evidence confirms that in his late 

writings Leibniz is, in this sense, an idealist.2  I will call this position ‘substance idealism’: the 

view that the only things that meet the strictest conditions on being a substance are unextended, 

mind-like entities.   

As it stands, this way of framing the commitments of an idealist metaphysics is 

incomplete, for it leaves undefined the ontological status of actual, or concrete, matter.3  In its 

usual signification, ‘idealism’ designates a position according to which matter lacks a mind-

independent reality: material things exist only as ideas, or the contents of mental 

representations—a position I will distinguish as ‘matter idealism.’4   

It is commonly assumed that if Leibniz affirms substance idealism, he must also affirm 

matter idealism.  He must, in other words, hold that material things are merely ideas or the 

contents of mental representations.  Conversely, if Leibniz is a realist about matter, he can be so 

only on the basis of believing that there exist real corporeal substances: material things such as 

living bodies that qualify as substances in their own right.5  Since the weight of evidence 

suggests that in his late writings Leibniz does not believe this, it is inferred that his idealism 
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extends to the claim that material things lack any mind-independent reality: they are merely 

“phenomena,” or the contents of mental representations.  

The textual support for this conclusion, however, is by no means decisive.  Consistent 

with the thesis of substance idealism, we find evidence in Leibniz’s late writings of at least four 

distinct accounts of the reality of matter.  Three of these can be seen as species of matter 

idealism; the fourth, I will argue, cannot.  A full interpretation of Leibniz’s metaphysics would 

have to tackle the question of whether these four accounts can be rendered consistent with each 

other, and whether any should be given priority over the others.  My objective is the more 

limited one of defending the coherence and plausibility of matter realism, given Leibniz’s 

substance idealism.  Although a number commentators have voiced support for a position like 

the one I ascribe to Leibniz, they have not given sufficient attention to how this position is to be 

distinguished from various versions of matter idealism.  This will be one of my main tasks.  

The first and probably most familiar of Leibniz’s accounts of the reality of matter is the 

one that comes closest to Berkeley’s immaterialism.  I will call it ‘phenomenalism.’  In the 

present context, this should be understood as the view that bodies have no reality over and above 

that which they possess as the contents of the harmonized perceptions of created monads.  

Leibniz expresses this view in a well known passage from a 1704 letter to Burcher de Volder: 

[C]onsidering the matter carefully, we should say that there is nothing in things 
except simple substances, and in them, perception and appetite; but matter and 
motion are not so much substances or things as the phenomena of perceivers, the 
reality of which is located in the harmony of perceivers with themselves (at 
different times) and with other perceivers. (GP II 270/AG 181*) 
 



 

 

3 

 

A second position, call it ‘divine phenomenalism,’ parallels another strand in Berkeley’s 

philosophy.  According to this account, bodies are to be identified not with the phenomena 

perceived by created monads, but with the “true phenomena” perceived by God.  For Leibniz, 

this is an ideal representation of a spatiotemporal world, which is the archetype for the 

phenomena perceived confusedly and perspectivally by created monads.6   

Both of the preceding accounts are framed independently of another important set of 

claims that Leibniz makes about the reality of material things.  Throughout his late writings, 

Leibniz asserts that bodies are “aggregates” or “results”  of monads,7 and that monads are 

everywhere “in” matter.8  On the face of it, these passages point to a more robust notion of the 

reality of matter, according to which bodies are not merely the contents of mental 

representations, but in some way are to be identified with monads themselves, or with aggregates 

of monads.  A standard way to interpret this is that monads lend reality to the phenomenal 

appearances of bodies by being an external ground of other monads’ veridical perceptions.  To 

say that a body is an “aggregate of monads,” or that monads are “in” matter, is just to say that the 

monads in question are represented by other monads as an extended material thing.  By picking 

out certain monads as grounds of veridical perceptions of bodies, this account appears to move 

Leibniz closer to a version of matter realism.  In fact, I will argue, it is merely a more 

complicated form of matter idealism.  This is so, because the “well-foundedness” of phenomena, 

or their being grounded in monads, is fully explained in terms of relations of harmony between 

the contents of one monad’s perceptions and the perceptions of a privileged subclass of other 

monads.   
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Leibniz’s writings also lend support, however, to a stronger reading of the claim that 

monads are everywhere “in” matter.  On this account, in contrast to the preceding one, matter has 

a mind-independent reality, for it is, ultimately and properly speaking, monads, or simple 

substances—and not merely the content of their perceptions.  This I understand to be a reductive 

claim not unlike the reductive claims made by contemporary philosophers of science to the effect 

that matter is ultimately atoms, or quarks, or superstrings.  Leibniz defends his reduction of 

matter to monads on the basis of traditional metaphysical principles, not the principles of modern 

physical theory.  In other respects, however, the claims have a similar status, insofar as they 

provide an understanding of the nature of matter that represents it as qualitatively unlike 

anything perceived by our senses, or anything that could be represented on the basis of sensory 

experience.  I will argue for this as Leibniz’s deepest and most interesting version of idealism.  It 

is unquestionably a form of idealism, for it upholds the thesis of substance idealism.  

Nevertheless, it rejects the central claim of matter idealism: that material things exist only as 

ideas, or the contents of mental representations.  On this account, Leibniz is an unqualified realist 

about matter, for matter is constituted by the only ultimately real things: monads. 

In the next section, I sketch the realist position I attribute to Leibniz, and the 

considerations that support this way of understanding his metaphysics.  In section II, I examine 

the interpretation of Robert Adams and argue that it fails to offer a satisfactory explanation of 

what he calls Leibniz’s “qualified realism” about matter.  In section III, I defend what I take to 

be Leibniz’s most rigorous presentation of his position, which supports the thesis that matter is 

constituted from monads.  In the final section, I respond to a line of criticism that challenges the 
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thesis of matter realism on the grounds that, for Leibniz, the existence of any body as an 

“aggregate of monads” is necessarily mind-dependent.  This criticism can be met, I argue, if we 

understand Leibniz as a realist about matter, or the constitutive stuff of bodies, but not about 

particular bodies, or countable material things. 

 

1. Matter Realism  

To be a realist about matter is to believe that bodies, or the matter from which they are 

constituted, possess a mind-independent reality.  To deny this, is to embrace the position of the 

matter idealist, according to which material things have no existence independently of being 

perceived or otherwise apprehended by a mind, including the mind of God.  Matter idealism can 

be articulated in a variety of ways.  In Descartes’ terminology, it can be expressed as the thesis 

that matter possesses an objective reality but no formal reality.  In Berkeleyan terms, it is the 

view that, for matter, “to be is to be perceived,” and that any thing we call a ‘body’ is merely a 

“congeries of ideas.”  In the locution of twentieth-century phenomenalism, it is the view that any 

statement about the existence and properties of bodies can be replaced by statements about the 

hypothetical perceptions of conscious minds. 

A prominent line of interpretation links the emergence of this type of idealism in the 

early modern period to prevailing theories of mind and knowledge.  According to Burnyeat, what 

makes idealism possible as a philosophical position is Descartes’ novel assumption of a domain 

of “subjective truth” associated with the contents of ideas or mental states.9  Because subjects 

have an immediate access to the contents of their own mental states, they can possess a certainty 
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concerning those states that they cannot possess concerning the supposed extra-mental objects 

represented by those states.  Furthermore, for the first time, philosophers can entertain the radical 

skeptical doubt that there may be no reality over above that of the mind and its ideas.  As 

Burnyeat presents it, there is a direct line from Descartes’ cogito to Berkeley’s esse est percipi.  

Faced with the problem Descartes raises, one can attempt to demonstrate (as Descartes does) that 

a belief in the existence of mind-independent objects is rationally justified.  Or, one can say (as 

Hume later does) that we cannot help but believe this.  Alternatively, if our only direct 

knowledge is of ideas, and nothing can be like an idea or the cause of an idea or even conceived 

unless it is an idea, then one might accept the conclusion that “sensible things” are nothing but 

ideas and that the idea of “external,” mind-independent matter is an incoherent one.  Thus 

Berkeley’s idealism. 

While suggestive of one route to idealism, Burnyeat’s interpretation fails to distinguish in 

a sufficiently sharp way the epistemological problem of the justification of belief in the existence 

of an external world of bodies and the metaphysical problem of the mind-independent reality of 

matter.  Although these two problems intersect (especially in Berkeley), they raise quite different 

challenges.  As Descartes’ argumentation in the Meditations makes clear, it only makes sense to 

pose the question of our knowledge of an external world of bodies, once we have shown that 

bodies are the sorts of things that can enjoy a mind-independent existence.  Accordingly, 

Descartes first establishes the essence of matter as res extensa, and the real distinction between 

mind and matter, and only then offers an argument that we are justified in believing that there 

exist bodies that cause, and correspond to, veridical perceptions as though of bodies. 
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In general, then, the first problem faced by the matter realist is not the problem of the 

verdicality of perception.  The realist must be able to say more than just that perceptions as 

though of bodies are grounded in some external reality, for that would be true even if they were 

caused by God or an evil demon.  The realist must be able to defend the conclusion that veridical 

perceptions as though of bodies are veridical because they are suitably related to bodies that have 

a mind-independent reality.  Realism about the material world, therefore, typically involves two 

separate claims:  

(1) The Reality Claim.  Bodies (or the matter from which they are constituted) 

possess a mind-independent reality, i.e.,  they are the kinds of things that can exist 

independently of being perceived or otherwise apprehended by some mind. 

(2) The Veridicality Claim.  The veridicality of perceptions as though bodies is 

explained by the fact that they are appropriately caused by, or appropriately correspond 

to, existing bodies.   

While the skeptical doubts of Descartes’ Meditations are primarily directed at (2), (1) plays the 

critical role in distinguishing realists from idealists.  The realist is someone who maintains that 

matter possesses a mind-independent reality; the idealist denies this.  Here the realist’s claim 

should be seen principally as a claim about what it is to be a material thing, that is, about the 

nature or essence of matter.  If one is a realist about matter, one must hold that the conditions for 

the possibility of the existence of matter can be stated in a way that does not involve appeal to 

actual or possible acts of mind.  Matter has a nature that allows it to exist independently of its 

being perceived or thought by some mind.  
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What the nature of matter is, will be conveyed by our best theories of matter, whether 

those theories fall within the domain of physics or metaphysics.  Crucially, those theories may 

represent matter as very different from how it is represented by our sensory perceptions.  Again, 

Descartes makes this point forcefully: color, odor, heat, and even solidity are not real properties 

of matter.  The essential properties of matter—those that define the possibility of its existence—

are those that are clearly and distinctly perceived by the intellect: extension, size, shape and 

motion.  Having concluded that there are sufficient grounds to affirm the existence of material 

things, Descartes’ meditator allows that, “They may not all exist in a way that exactly 

corresponds with my sensory grasp of them, for in many cases the grasp of the senses is very 

obscure and confused.  But at least they possess all the properties which I clearly and distinctly 

understand, that is, all those which, viewed in general terms, are comprised within the subject-

matter of pure mathematics” (AT VII 80/CSM II 55; cf. AT VIIIA 42/CSM I 42). 

Here Descartes makes a move that is decisive for the development of modern science.  

While sense experience can be called on as evidence of the existence of bodies, the nature of 

matter is fixed not by our sensory representations of bodies but by intellectual representations 

validated by physical theory.  As Descartes understands the essence of matter, its properties are 

defined in terms of modifications of three-dimensional Euclidean space.  This, however, merely 

reflects the limits of his own theorizing.  Descartes himself characterizes the essential properties 

of matter as “those which, viewed in general terms, are comprised within the subject-matter of 

pure mathematics” (ibid.).  Taking some liberty, we may read this as the suggestion that the 

essential properties of matter are whatever mathematically representable properties our best 
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physical theories reveal matter to have.  Subsequent developments have shown that three-

dimensional Euclidean space is inadequate as a mathematical structure in which to represent the 

properties of matter.  In general relativity theory, we represent the properties of matter in four-

dimensional, non-Euclidean space-time.  Quantum theory has further shown that it is a mistake 

to think of matter as filling space, or as contained within determinate regions of space.  

Physicists’ most recent version of the holy grail, superstring theory, makes the outlandish 

suggestion that matter and force exist within a ten-dimensional, non-Euclidean space-time. 

Whatever truth is contained in these speculations, it does not exceed the bounds of 

physical possibility.  Rather, it defines those bounds, and at the same time reinforces the point 

that the fundamental nature of matter may be completely unlike what we perceive it to be.  Just 

as we have given up the idea that matter is really red, hot or spicy (although it reflects light from 

the lower end of the visible spectrum, its particles have a mean kinetic energy greater than those 

of particles in the ambient medium, and it emits molecules that selectively bind to taste receptors 

in our tongue), so we may be brought to give up the idea that the smooth table in front of us 

really is a continuous surface, or that it really is a three-dimensional Euclidean solid.  None of 

this, however, gives us any reason to revise our opinion that bodies are real, and that our 

perceptions reliably track their existence.  These beliefs are justified provided our best theories 

confirm matter to be the sort of thing that can possess a mind-independent reality, and the 

veridicality of perceptions as though of bodies can be explained by the fact that they are 

appropriately caused by, or appropriately correspond to, material things.   
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As I interpret him, Leibniz upholds both the Reality Claim and the Veridicality Claim.  

Matter has a mind-independent reality, for any portion of matter is constituted by an infinity of 

monads, the only ultimately real beings or substances.  Furthermore, the veridicality of our 

perceptions as though of bodies can be explained by the fact that the contents of those 

perceptions correspond to real properties of the monads constitutive of matter.  Specifically, they 

agree, or harmonize, with external monads’ perceptions and appetitions, which are the only real 

properties of monads. 

The claim that bodies are constituted by monads is, admittedly, an extraordinary one.  

How are we to make sense of the idea that matter, an apparently extended, spatial stuff, is really 

a mass of unextended, mind-like substances?  I have attempted to motivate this thesis by 

appealing to the analogy of modern physical theory, which represents matter as occupying a ten-

dimensional space-time, something that seems equally difficult to make sense of on the basis of 

ordinary sensory experience.  But a critic may reply that, however different superstring theory 

represents matter as being, it still represents it as the same sort of thing that we perceive matter 

to be, above all, it still represents matter as spatial.  By contrast, if I am right, Leibniz interprets 

matter as constituted by substances that are essentially non-spatial: in themselves, monads are 

neither spatially extended, nor spatially located.  The critic may object that this simply cannot be 

true.  Whatever Leibniz may want to say about the existence of monads and their relation to 

matter, he cannot say that matter literally is monads, since anything that is matter must be 

spatially extended and monads are non-spatial entities. 
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There are two responses that a matter realist might make to this objection.  First, she 

could argue that the objection fails because the spatiality of bodies can be explained as an 

emergent, or “resultant,” property of monads.  Although monads themselves are not spatially 

extended, a plurality of simple, unextended substances can give rise to extended matter.  

Examples of this response are found among post-Leibnizian philosophers such as Christian 

Wolff who argue that the spatiality of matter can be explained in terms of the relations among 

non-spatial monads.  This, however, it is not Leibniz’s position.10  Leibniz instead takes the 

course of challenging the objector’s assumption that matter, in itself, is extended.  If we have 

come to see color, odor, and taste as mere appearances that do not express real properties of 

matter, although they are lawfully related to such properties, why can’t we say the same thing 

about the spatial properties of matter?  Although we originally understood bodies to be objects 

with spatial properties, we now see that these, like other sensory qualities, are merely apparent.  

In reality, any part of matter consists of an infinity of unextended monads.11  

The temptation to say that we cannot conceive of how a body could be, or be constituted 

from, non-spatial entities is strong.  Kant believed that the proposition “all bodies are extended” 

is analytic, so it would be conceptually impossible for something to be a body and not be 

spatially extended.12  On the view I am ascribing to Leibniz, matter consists of monads, yet 

monads themselves are not spatially extended, nor can they combine to produce something that 

is spatially extended.  Hence, as an infinity of monads, matter is not spatially extended (although 

it may appear to be so).  Following Quine, we should be dubious of the move to dismiss this as a 

conceptual impossibility.  At most, we should grant that modern physical theory gives us no way 
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of making sense of the claim.  According to its lights, anything that is a body, or matter, must 

be conditioned by space and time.  But this reflects constraints built in to post-seventeenth-

century physical theory, rather than any theory-independent, necessary truth about matter.  The 

explanatory framework of contemporary physics requires that the macroscopic properties of 

matter be explained in terms of the properties of constituent physical things, which is to say, 

spatio-temporal things.  From this, however, we are entitled to conclude only that physics cannot 

explain how a spatially extended body might be a plurality of unextended, non-spatial monads.  

Nothing further follows about the possibility of this being explained by some other kind of 

theory, such as metaphysics offers. 

We may be less sanguine about the prospects of metaphysics than Leibniz was, or have a 

different view of the kind of explanation that a metaphyical theory can be called on to provide.  

These differences, however, are irrelevant to our understanding of Leibniz’s position.  In the next 

section, I will examine one influential account of how Leibniz supports the conclusion that 

bodies are “aggregates of monads.”  After indicating what I see as the shortcomings of this 

account, I will turn to Leibniz’s most rigorous defense of his position. 

 

2. Adams’ “Qualified Realism” 

In his now classic book on Leibniz, Robert Adams characterizes Leibniz’s idealism in the 

following terms: 

The most fundamental principle of Leibniz’s metaphysics is that ‘there is nothing 
in things except simple substance, and in them perception and appetite.’  It 
implies that bodies, which are not simple substances, can only be constructed out 
of simple substances and their properties of perception and appetition….  A 
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construction of the whole of reality out of perceiving substances and their perceptions 
and appetites exemplifies a broadly idealist approach to metaphysics. (1994: 217) 
 

On Adams’ reading, Leibniz is unquestionably a substance idealist: he believes that the only 

ultimately real things are mind-like monads.  But is Leibniz, for Adams, also a matter idealist, 

that is, does he deny that matter lacks a mind-independent reality?  On the face of it, Adams 

seems to reject this conclusion.  He argues that Leibniz’s analysis of the reality of corporeal 

phenomena consists of “two or three layers” (261).  One of these is straightforwardly 

phenomenalistic; but another, according to Adams, amounts to “a qualified realism about bodies” 

(227), as evidenced in Leibniz’s claims that bodies are “aggregates of substances.”  “Given that 

Leibniz says that bodies are aggregates of substances,” Adams writes, “it is hard to see how he 

could fail to think that their reality consists at least partly in the reality of the substances that are 

aggregated in them” (260).  This point is reinforced by Adams’ ascription to Leibniz of a 

“reductionist philosophy,” which analyzes a body as “a sort of logical or metaphysical 

construction out of substances, and thus out of ultimately real things” (245). 

 In these passages, Adams appears to attribute to Leibniz a version of matter realism, 

according to which bodies possess derivatively the mind-independent reality of monads.  Bodies 

are real because they can be explained as “constructions” of substances, or “ultimately real 

things.”  When we turn to the details of Adams’ interpretation, however, it is difficult to see how 

this claim can be upheld, or how it translates into a defense of matter realism, as I understand it.  

The crux of Adams’ account is given in the following passage where he contrasts Leibniz’s 

position with that of Berkeley: 
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…while Leibniz’s metaphysics is certainly a form of idealism, it also incorporates a 
sort of qualified realism about bodies and about physical science.  Part of what is 
going on in Leibniz’s mature thought is that he does assume that in our 
perceptions of bodies we are at least indirectly perceiving something that is 
primitively real independently of our minds, and he asks what sort of thing that 
may be.  His answer is that it is ‘infinite Monads,’ whose harmonious perceptions 
are the ‘foundation’ of corporeal phenomena. (227)   
 

As this passage makes clear, the “qualified realism” that Adams ascribes to Leibniz is based on 

the claim that veridical perceptions as though of bodies are grounded in other monads, or more 

precisely, in the harmonious perceptions of other monads.  When we veridically perceive a 

body—or some phenomenon is judged “real”—this is so not only because our perceptions 

internally exhibit a lawful order and agree with the perceptions of other conscious minds; in 

addition, we are indirectly perceiving other monads, which supply an external ground for the 

truth of our perceptual judgments.  According to Adams, this will be the case provided that a 

specific agreement obtains between the content of a perceiver’s perceptions and the content of 

the perceptions of certain external monads.  Roughly, my perceptions as though of a body will be 

veridical, or of certain monads, just in case there exist monads that represent themselves (via 

representations of their bodies) as an exhaustive decomposition of the perceived body into an 

infinity of smaller organic bodies.  Under this condition, the external monads constitute an 

aggregate that is perceived by me as an extended material thing. 

 All of this, I believe, accurately tracks one part of Leibniz’s theory of body.  By itself, 

however, it does not support the claim that bodies, or the matter from which they are composed, 

possess a mind-independent reality.  Adams is aware that an important strand in Leibniz’s 

philosophy leads to the conclusion that material things are real by virtue of the substances from 
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which they are aggregated, or that bodies derive their reality from these substances.  Adams 

maintains that his interpretation explains how this is so.  Yet, on his account, the reality that 

bodies acquire from monads is explained entirely in terms of relations of harmony that obtain 

between the appearance to a perceiver of a body and the appearances of the “same body” or parts 

of the “same body” to other perceivers.  As Adams allows, what his “qualified realism” adds to a 

simple phenomenalist analysis is merely “an additional condition that harmonious phenomena 

must satisfy in order to be real in the fullest sense” (260). 

Adams argues that his account provides for a stronger notion of the reality of body than is 

supported by a simple phenomenalist analysis.  This is correct, since the account offers us a way 

to talk about phenomenal bodies as “aggregates of substances” and to conceive of those 

substances as the ground of the veridical perceptions of a body.  Yet this does not add up to an 

explanation of how bodies themselves inherit the mind-independent reality of substances.  What 

has been conflated in Adams’ account is, on the one hand, an explanation of the veridicality of 

perceptions as though of bodies, and on the other, an explanation of how a body is not simply a 

mental object but has a reality that is derivative from the prior reality of monads.  Adams appears 

to accept that, for Leibniz, bodies have the latter sort of reality, but he has not explained what it 

involves. 

In fact, Adams appears to block such an explanation from the outset.  On his reading, to 

be a material thing is simply to be an object of perception.  When Leibniz “speaks of material 

things as phenomena,” Adams writes, “he normally thinks of those phenomena as perceptions, or 

as qualities or modifications of a perceiving substance…  considered with regard to their 
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objective reality or representational content, or insofar as they express some nature, form or 

essence” (221).  For Adams, a material thing is an appearance or representational content that 

expresses “some nature, form or essence”; it is not an entity that of itself has a “nature, form or 

essence.”  This, I suggest, is just the point on which readings of Leibniz as either a matter idealist 

or a matter realist must diverge.  Matter realists will agree that perceptions as though of bodies 

have a content that expresses some nature, form or essence, but they will further argue that, as a 

real being, matter itself has a nature, form or essence, which is subject to intellectual analysis.  If 

I am right, the conclusion Leibniz reaches on the basis of such an analysis is that any material 

thing is, essentially, a plurality of monads. 

 

3. The Defense of Matter Realism 

In articulating the ontological dependence of matter on monads, Leibniz appeals to three distinct 

relations: (a) the “being in” relation, (b) the aggregation relation, and (c) the resulting relation.  

These relations intersect in complicated ways that I cannot fully address here.  In this section, I 

will focus on the first relation, with an aim to explicating the puzzling notion of monads “being 

in” matter.  In the following section, I will attempt to connect this view with what Leibniz says 

about the aggregation relation.  

 Leibniz describes monads as being in matter (e.g. GP II 301).  He cautions, however, that 

this does not mean that monads are spatially located in a body.  Strictly speaking, monads, are 

non-spatial entities.  Thus, they cannot be identified with spatial points or with the smallest 

spatial parts of bodies: 
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Monads should not be confused with atoms.  Atoms (as they are imagined) have shape.  
Monads no more have shape than do souls; they are not parts of bodies but 
requisites. (To Bierling, 1712; GP VII 503; cf. GP II 436/L 600, GP II 451/L 604) 
 

In explaining the sense in which monads are in matter, Leibniz appeals to the notion of a 

“requisite.”  In a study from the 1680s, he defines this notion as follows:  

If A is not, then B is not, and if A is prior by nature to B, then A is a requisitum, B 
is a requirens. (A VI.4, 871) 
 

According to this definition, A is a requisite of B, only if the existence of A is a necessary 

condition for the existence of B and A is prior by nature to B.  Leibniz does not make the latter 

notion as clear as he might, but the basic idea is that if A is prior by nature to B, then B’s 

existence must be understood in terms of the prior existence of A.  Thus, if A is a requisite of B, 

B cannot exist without A and B cannot be understood to exist except by way of the existence of 

A.   

 In a contemporary text, Leibniz further distinguishes two types of requisites: 

Some requisita of things are mediate, and these must be investigated through 
reasoning, like causes; others are immediate like parts, boundaries, and generally 
those things which are in a thing. (A VI.4, 627) 
 

Our interest is in the class of immediate requisites, which Leibniz distinguishes from causes, on 

the grounds that the latter “must be investigated through reasoning.”  Immediate requisites are 

unlike causes in that their existence is presupposed by the possibility of the existence of that 

which requires them.  They are not merely conditions without which some thing in fact cannot 

exist, but conditions without which that thing cannot be conceived to exist.  Leibniz identifies 

these immediate requisites with things that “are in” another thing: 
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If A is an immediate requisite of B, A is said to be in B, that is, A must not be posterior 
in nature to B, and with A supposed not to exist, it must follow that B also does 
not exist, and this consequence must be immediate, independent of any change, 
action or passion. (A VI.4, 650)13 
 

 Leibniz equates the immediate requisites of a thing, or equivalently those things which 

“are in” it, with whatever is conceptually necessary for its existence.  As examples of immediate 

requisites, he cites the parts of a whole and the boundaries of a geometrical object (the endpoints 

of a line, the surface of a sphere).14  It is important to note how broad this relation is and that it is 

not limited to whole-part relations, in the strict sense.  These form only a special case of the 

relation in which the relata are “homogeneous,” or of the same kind (A VI.4, 628).  

 As I understand it, Leibniz’s case for matter realism hinges on the claim that monads are 

immediate requisites of actual or existing matter.  This claim surfaces for the first time in 

reflections Leibniz recorded, probably in March 1690, on an objection raised against his position 

by the Italian philosopher Michelangelo Fardella.  Fardella had criticized Leibniz’s conception of 

matter on the grounds that it led to the conclusion that matter is everywhere full of souls.  In his 

initial response, Leibniz appears to resist this conclusion on the grounds that souls are not in 

matter as independently existing substances, but only as substantial forms that are never 

separated from a living body (A VI.4, 1670/AG 105).15  In subsequent remarks, however, 

Leibniz moves toward the view he asserts in later writings, namely, that souls (or soul-analogs) 

are substances in their own right, and that they are the ultimate constituents of matter.  The point 

he now insists on is that this thesis can be defended only if we have the proper understanding of 

the notion of a “constituent.”  He writes:   
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There are infinite simple substances or created things in any particle of matter; and 
matter is composed from these, not as from parts, but as from constitutive 
principles or [seu] immediate requisites, just as points enter into the essence of a 
continuum and yet not as parts, for nothing is a part unless it is homogeneous with 
a whole, but substance is not homogeneous with matter or body any more than a 
point is with a line. (A VI.4, 1673) 
 

Leibniz does not employ the term ‘monad’ in this passage; it does not enter his lexicon until later 

in the decade.  His use the expression ‘simple substance,’ however, gives us good reason to think 

that he is including souls and soul-like entities as substances in their own right, and that he 

identifies these as the basic constituents of matter. 

 Accepting this, we can draw several conclusions about how Leibniz conceives of the 

matter-monad relation.  Monads are not to be thought of as efficient causes of matter, let alone 

causes of our perceptions of matter, for in Leibniz’s terminology they are immediate requisites, 

not mediate requisites.16  Leibniz conceives of the matter-monad relation as analogous to the 

relation between a line and its end points, in that in both cases the second member of the pair is 

presupposed by the first and “enters into its essence.”  Leibniz explicitly denies that monads are 

spatial points, but he does refer to them as “metaphysical points, or points of substance” (GP IV 

483/AG 142), suggesting a close analogy between the two.  This is reflected in the fact that 

neither monads nor spatial points are, properly speaking, parts, for parts are “homogeneous” 

with that of which they are parts, a condition that neither monads nor points satisfy.  This is 

stressed in another passage from his exchange with Fardella: 

[O]ne must not infer that the indivisible substance enters into the composition of 
body as a part, but rather as an essential, internal requisite, just as one grants that 
a point is not a part that makes up a line, but rather something of a different sort 
[heterogeneum] which is, nevertheless, necessarily required for the line to be, and 
to be understood. (A VI.4, 1669/AG 103)  
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 Leibniz clearly aims to model the matter-monad relation on the line-point relation.  In 

both cases he identifies the relation as one of ontological dependence: the second member of 

each pair is an “essential, internal requisite” of the first, i.e., something that is required for the 

first “to be and to be understood.”  This agrees with his definition of an immediate requisite as a 

necessary condition that is prior by nature.  But what grounds does Leibniz have for believing 

that this analogy is an apt one?  Why should we think that monads are related to matter in 

anything like the way that points are related to lines?  When we say that a finite line cannot be 

conceived without conceiving of its end-points, we have a good grasp of what we mean: we 

conceive of a finite n-dimensional spatial figure by conceiving of the (n-1)-dimensional figures 

that define its existence: lines are defined by points, two-dimensional figures by lines, etc.   

 Leibniz agrees that the relation of matter and monads is not like this.  In one important 

respect, then, the relation between lines and points is distinct from the relation between matter 

and monads.  In the case of ideal, mathematical entities, the things “in” another thing are 

required as part of its definition.  For Leibniz, points are “in” a line in the sense that they are 

necessary for the line to be and to be conceived, yet they do not constitute a line.  This is because 

a mathematical line is not a determinate entity that needs to be constituted from prior existing 

things.  It is merely ideal, a thought content, which we conceive through certain logically prior 

thought contents, i.e. points.  By contrast, in the case of an actual or existing thing, matter, the 

things that are “in” it do constitute it, though not as ultimate spatial parts.  Supposing that the 

thing is actual, its constituents, or immediate requisites, are the entities prior by nature that are 

presupposed by its existence.17 
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 The question remains, however, as to why Leibniz believes that the existence of matter 

presupposes the existence of monads.  What reason do we have for thinking that matter cannot 

exist or be understood to exist without monads?  Leibniz relies on two main lines of argument in 

support of this conclusion.  Secondary matter presupposes monads as its immediate requisites by 

virtue of its actual division into parts ad infinitum, and by virtue of its dynamic properties (active 

and passive force).  In both cases, Leibniz argues, given certain basic physical properties of 

matter, we cannot adequately understand matter as an actual or existing thing, except by 

conceiving of it as constituted by monads.   

 The arguments on behalf of this conclusion are complicated and draw on many of the 

core tenets of Leibniz’s philosophy.  The anti-Cartesian thesis that force is an essential property 

of matter plays a prominent role in his reasoning.  Force is always for Leibniz a real property of 

matter, not merely a phenomenally represented one; furthermore, as a changeable accident, a 

moment of physical force presupposes a ground in an enduring substantial principle of force.  A 

less metaphysically minded philosopher than Leibniz might take it for granted that the 

substances grounding the physical forces of matter must themselves be material.  In his late 

writings, however, Leibniz comes to reject the conclusion that there are irreducible corporeal 

substances.  Instead, the basically real things are limited to mind-like monads.  Crucially, this 

shift in Leibniz’s understanding of what things count as substances does not alter his reasons for 

thinking that the existence of matter presupposes the existence of substantial principles of force.  

Given its dynamical properties, matter can neither exist nor be conceived to exist except through 
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primitive active and passive force.  If it should turn out that the only bearers of such forces are 

mind-like monads, then these must be the immediate requisites of matter.18 

 Arguments based on the dynamical properties of matter are bolstered by more general 

considerations concerning the relation of unity and multiplicity.  In another passage from the 

Fardella manuscripts, Leibniz is reported to have said: 

[O]ver and above a body or bodies, there must be substances, to which true unity 
belongs....  [I]f there are many created things it is necessary that there be some 
created thing that is truly one.  For a plurality of things can neither be understood 
nor can exist unless one first understands the thing that is one, that to which the 
multitude necessarily reduces. (A VI.4, 1668/AG 103; cf. A VI.4, 1674) 
 

Leibniz makes a completely general claim here: nothing can exist or be understood as a 

multitude, except in terms of unities to which it necessarily reduces.  The understanding half of 

this claim is clear enough.  It is a demand of reason that we seek the unities from which any 

plurality is composed; if the analysis of a plurality leaves us with constituents that are themselves 

plural, then reason demands that we look further for genuine unities (unities that not themselves 

pluralities) in terms of which the plurality can be explained.  What Leibniz adds to this is that it 

is not simply a demand of reason but a requirement of reality that a plurality be reducible to 

unities.19  Nothing can exist as a plurality or composite unless its existence can be explained in 

terms of the prior existence of unities.  Thus, accepting that our conception of matter is of an 

infinitely divided plurality of things, its existence presupposes the existence of an infinity of true 

unities.20 

 It is crucial to recognize that the presupposition arguments on the table tell us nothing 

about the actual existence of bodies.  With these arguments Leibniz does not purport to 
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demonstrate the existence of material things in the manner of Descartes, or to show that our 

perceptions of bodies are veridical.  His arguments instead are directed at conceptually necessary 

conditions for the existence of matter.  According to Leibniz, to say that monads are “in” matter, 

or the immediate requisites of matter, is to say that matter cannot exist or be conceived to exist 

except via the prior existence of monads.  This, I contend, is the basis of Leibniz’s realism about 

matter: insofar as matter presupposes monads as immediate requisites, we can infer that matter is 

essentially constituted from monads, and that those monads account for what is real about matter.  

In another study from the 1680s, Leibniz writes: 

[I]t seems, therefore, that that is in a subject whose reality is part of the reality of 
the subject itself.  Or, as I should say in a way better suited to forming and 
demonstrating propositions, A is in B, if all those things immediately required for 
A are also immediately required for B.  But that which is immediately required 
for something such that nothing more is immediately, nor even mediately, 
required for it can be called reality. (A VI.4, 990) 
 

Inasmuch as monads are “in” matter, their reality is required by matter, which is to say that 

matter derives its reality, or the possibility of its existence, from the prior existence of monads.  

Consequently, however matter is represented by our senses, its reality is just the mind-

independent reality of monads.  It can exist only by being constituted from monads.21 

 

4. Aggregates  

I have argued that, for Leibniz, matter is real, because an analysis of the conceptual requirements 

of its existence terminates in an understanding of matter as a plurality of monads, the only per se 

real beings.  This conclusion faces at least one significant objection that must be overcome if the 

reading of Leibniz as a matter realist can be sustained.   
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 The objection can be put in the form of the following brief argument: 

1. If matter is monads, then any particular material thing, or body, is some particular 
collection or aggregate of monads. 
 
2. According to Leibniz, any collection or aggregate is a mind-dependent entity, or 
phenomenon, for many things are united as one thing only to the extent that they are 
apprehended as such by some mind. 
 
3. Consequently, if any body is an aggregate of monads, it exists only as a mind-
dependent object, i.e., something perceived or thought. 
 

The conclusion of this argument directly challenges my reading of Leibniz as a matter realist.  It 

maintains that, as an aggregate of monads, a body can exist only as a mind-dependent 

phenomenon.  Thus, Leibniz’s position must be that of a matter idealist. 

 My response to this objection relies on two closely related distinctions.  The first 

distinction is between the unity and the reality of an aggregate.  The second distinction is 

between a body as a countable object and the (secondary) matter from which it is constituted.   

 One of Leibniz’s most basic metaphysical commitments is to the distinction between 

things that possess a “true” or per se unity (unum per se), identified with substances, and things 

that possess only a unity by aggregation (unum per aggregationem).22  The latter class includes 

all kinds of things whose existence and unity is explained in terms of relations among prior 

existing things.  Among the examples often cited by Leibniz are herds of sheep and armies of 

men, but also ordinary material objects, which are merely aggregates of partes extra partes, or 

aggregates of more basic substances.  In distinguishing such “beings by aggregation” from 

substances, Leibniz points to the absence of any enduring principle of unity that renders a 

plurality of things one, and in virtue of which the plurality can remain the same thing through 
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change.  The identity of an aggregate is determined solely by the relations among its parts, and 

when those relations change (e.g. by gaining or losing parts), the aggregate is destroyed.  

 A second point involves Leibniz’s theory of relations.  An aggregate is not identical 

either with the set of its components, or with a mereological sum of those components.  An 

aggregate instead is a relational whole, whose unity is dependent upon the particular relations 

that hold among its components.  Yet, it is a fundamental principle of Leibniz’s thought that all 

relations are merely ideal or mental.  Relations are not things that exist in their own right but 

merely “modes of conceiving.”  This principle has huge consequences for Leibniz’s philosophy.  

If all relations are ideal, then those things whose identity depends upon the relatedness of their 

components—a herd, an army, the Dutch East India Company, a table—must be in some way 

ideal, or mind-dependent.  Anything that is a “being by aggregation [ens per aggregationem],” 

Leibniz writes to Des Bosses, is “one by aggregation,” and this being and unity are both “semi-

mental [semimentalia]” (GP II 304).23 

 The claim that the unity of an aggregate is ideal, or mind-dependent, follows directly 

from Leibniz’s theory of relations.  A plurality of things is merely a plurality, and not a unity, 

unless it is represented as one, through relations supplied by some mind.  Less clear are the 

consequences of this doctrine for our assessment of the reality of an aggregate.  It does not seem 

to be Leibniz’s view that, given the ideality of relations, we are entitled to conclude that an 

aggregate has no mind-independent reality, i.e., that it is merely a thought or perceived thing.  

This would seem to be the point of his describing aggregates as “semi-mental.”  If an aggregate 

were merely a thought or perceived thing, then it would be wholly mental, not semi-mental.  
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Taking Leibniz’s favorite example of a herd, it is not implausible to think that its unity as a 

herd depends upon its being apprehended as such by some mind.  By contrast, it is quite 

implausible to think that it follows from this that the herd lacks any mind-independent reality, or 

that it is merely the object of a mental representation.  On the contrary, Leibniz holds that the 

mind-independent reality of a herd is just that of the individual animals from which it is 

constituted, granting that they do not collectively make up one herd unless they are represented 

as such by some mind (K III 173).  

 Leibniz accepts that no herd is numerically identical with its members.  Not only does 

this violate the logic of identity, which is a one-one relation not a one-many relation, but even if 

it were a well-formed statement, it would be false, because the identity conditions for the 

individual animals and the identity conditions for the herd are different.  The existence of each of 

the individual animals is not sufficient for the existence of the herd, because the latter further 

presupposes a representation of the unity of its members.  Moreover, in virtue of this 

representation, the herd or aggregate has properties that its constituents do not have: a certain 

number of members, a certain collective mass, etc.  Consequently, the principle of the identity of 

indiscernibles is not be satisfied.   

 Still, Leibniz does not think of a herd as a purely mind-dependent object.  Even if a herd 

depends for its existence on an act of mind, there is a clear difference between a herd and the 

mere idea or image of a herd.  There is something real about the former that is not real about the 

latter.  One way to put this is to say that the herd (or aggregate) is constituted by real beings, 

while the idea or image of the herd is not.  “Constituted” here does not mean spatial composition; 
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rather, it is to be understood in the sense of the “being in” relation: the individual animals are 

“in” a herd, insofar as the latter can neither be nor be conceived without those animals.  Yet the 

herd itself only exists as one thing insofar as its constituents are represented as one by some 

mind. 

 Let us now try to apply these principles to Leibniz’s account of the matter-monad relation 

and to the distinction between a particular body and the matter from which it is constituted.  

According to the objection canvassed above, if an analysis of matter’s essential properties 

terminates in the conclusion that matter is monads, then any particular body, or bit of matter, 

must be an aggregate of monads.  Yet an aggregate only exists as a mind-dependent object; 

hence matter itself must be, for Leibniz, ideal and not real.  The strategy for responding to this 

objection should be clear.  Any body is one thing only insofar as many monads are represented 

as one by some mind; hence the unity and identity of that body are ideal.  But it does not follow 

that there is nothing real about the body, or that it has a purely mind-dependent existence.  On 

the contrary, what is real about it is that it is constituted from real beings, or monads. 

 For Leibniz, the ontological analysis of matter is in one important respect different from 

the analysis of a herd.  In the case of a herd, we begin with a countable object, which is 

resolvable into a plurality of more basic countable objects.  In the case of matter, by contrast, we 

begin with what is, for Leibniz, a mass.  Then, much as modern chemical analysis allows us to 

conclude that whatever has the real, or physical, properties of water is constituted by H20 

molecules, so Leibniz’s metaphysical analysis allows us to conclude that whatever has the real, 
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or physical, properties of secondary matter is constituted by monads.  In both cases, these are 

conclusions about more basic kinds of things that are constitutive of the mass in question.   

 From this, I contend, we are entitled to conclude that any body has a mind-independent 

reality, because the matter from which it is constituted has a mind-independent reality.  As a 

mass, matter is just simple substances or monads.  As Leibniz writes to De Volder, “In the mass 

of extension, or rather, of extended things, or, as I prefer, in the multitude of things, I say that 

there is no unity, but rather innumerable unities” (GP II 276/AG 182).  Leibniz’s theory of 

aggregates entails that a body has a unity, or can be counted as one body that is numerically 

different from other bodies, only insofar as certain monads are apprehended as one by some 

mind.24  This might be thought to open the door to a radical conventionalism about the identity of 

bodies.  Two points militate against this.  In the first place, for Leibniz, beings with similar 

perceptual capacities will carve up the material world in roughly similar ways.  Thus, there is no 

reason to think that human beings will not represent roughly the same collections of monads as 

single bodies.  Beyond this, Leibniz also hints at a foundational role for the divine mind in 

determining the aggregation of monads.  Allowing that no monads make up an aggregate unless 

they are apprehended as one by some mind, there is room to speculate that this unifying role can 

be played by the mind of God, in which case there always is a fact of the matter about the 

identity of bodies, independent of how they are perceived by any created mind.   

 Over and above this, however, there remains the distinction between the mind-dependent 

unity of bodies, and the mind-independent reality of the matter from which they are constituted.  
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Given this distinction, although Leibniz’s final metaphysics may be that of a substance 

idealist, he is able to combine it with an intriguing version of matter realism.   
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Notes 
 
1  According to Robert Adams, “Leibniz was the first of the great modern philosophers to develop an idealist 

metaphysics” (1994: 217-8).  For a dissenting opinion, see Loptson 1999. 

2  “True substances are 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” (letter to Pierre Dangicourt, 11 September 1716; D III 

499).  Similar statements are found in late letters to Burcher De Volder (GP II 270/AG 181; GP II 275-6/AG 181-2; 

GP II 282/AG 185), the Electress Sophie (Klopp III, 173), Nicholas Remond (GP III 606/L 655; GP III 636/L 659), 

and Bartholomew Des Bosses.  For an extended defense of this reading of Leibniz’s late metaphysics, see the 

introduction to Brandon Look’s and my forthcoming edition of The Leibniz-Des Bosses Correspondence, as well as 

Adams 1994 and Rutherford 1995.  Precedent for this understanding of ‘idealism’ is found in Baumgarten’s 

Metaphysica (1739), where the idealist is characterized as “solos in hoc mundo spiritus admittens” (“admitting only 

spirits in this world”) (§402).   

3  In what follows, I am concerned solely with what Leibniz calls “secondary matter,” not “primary matter,” 

or “primitive passive power,” which in itself is never actual or concrete, but only an abstraction from the complete 

being of a substance. 

4   Matter idealism is consistent with substance idealism, but does not entail it.  Kant, e.g., defends the former 

without committing himself to the latter. 

5  Garber (2004: 134) distinguishes “strong realism” as the view that for the world of bodies to be real there 

must be “something like matter,” which is distinct from monads.  Since any non-monadic material principle (or 

primary matter) can exist only as a corporeal substance, this is tantamount to the claim that the world must contain 

real corporeal substances.  Garber labels “weak realism” the view that “while there is nothing over and above 

monads in the world, certain organized collections of monads (corporeal substances, for example) have a kind of 

reality that is of the same order as the reality of monads.”  On this view, also, an inventory of the world will include 

corporeal substances in addition to monads; however, the former will be in some sense reducible to the latter.  By 

the time of the Des Bosses correspondence (1706), Leibniz takes this position to be a non-starter.  See again the 

introduction to Look’s and my edition of the correspondence (note 2), forthcoming in the Yale Leibniz Series.        
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6  An early example of this view appears in Discourse on Metaphysics, §14.  For later examples, see GP II 

438, and GP II 474: “If monads are not a substantial part of bodies, and composites are mere phenomena, then it 

would 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, and likewise angels and the blessed, to whom it is given to see 

things truly.”  

7  “According to me… bodies cannot even be substances properly speaking, since they are always only 

assemblies [assemblages] or results of simple substance, or of true monads, which could not be extended, nor 

consequently bodies.  In this way, bodies presuppose immaterial substances” (1705; GP III 367).  “Matter really 

exists, but it is not a substance, since it is an aggregate or resultant [resultans] of substances.  I speak of matter 

insofar as it is secondary matter or extended mass, something that is hardly a homogeneous body” (after 1706; 

Beeley 2002: 6/AG 274).  See also GP II 282/L 539; GP VII 561-2, 564. 

8  “Since monads or principles of substantial unity are everywhere in matter, it follows from this that there is 

also an actual infinity, for there is no part, or part of a part, that does not contain monads” (GP II 301).  Cf. GM III 

537/AG 167; GP II 276/AG 182; GP VII 565. 

9  Burnyeat 1982: 38-40. 

10  See Rutherford 2004. 

11  “[L]a matiere consiste dans un amas de substances simple san nombre…” (GP VII 562).  See also GP II 

282/AG 185, and GP VII 565: “The analysis of the matter that is now found in space leads us demonstratively to 

unities of substance, to simple, indivisible, imperishable substances, and consequently to souls, or principles of life, 

which can only be immortal and are spread throughout nature.” 

12  Critique of Pure Reason, A7/B11. 

13  The following definition establishes the equivalence in the other direction: “We say that an entity is in or is 

an ingredient of something, if, when we posit the latter, we must also be understood, by this very fact and 

immediately, without the necessity of any inference, to have posited the former as well” (GM VII 19/L 667). 

14  Another example is the genus of a species (GP VII 244-5/PL 141). 
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15  See Garber 2004, who argues for this as Leibniz’s position in the exchange.  Garber focuses exclusively on 

the first of the four texts collected in the Academy edition under the title Communicata ex disputationibus cum 

Fardella (Ak VI.4, N. 329).  In what follows I draw on evidence from the second and third texts as well.  The first 

text at least is reputed to be Fardella’s reporting of views expressed by Leibniz in conversation.  All of the texts, 

however, are written in Leibniz’s hand.  I assume that the second and third texts consist of further reflections by 

Leibniz on Fardella’s third objection. 

16  [A wrinkle: monads, or their perceptions, may be mediate requisites of the perceptions of other monads, 

insofar as they function as “ideal causes” of the latter.  On this see….] 

17  “Composition is only in concretes….  [I]n actual substantial things, the whole is a result or coming together 

of simple substances, or rather of a multitude of real unities.  It is the confusion of the ideal with the actual which 

has muddled everything and caused the labyrinth of the composition of the continuum.  Those who make up a line 

from points have looked for the first elements in ideal things or relations, something completely contrary to what 

they should have done; and those who found that relations like number or space… cannot be formed by the coming 

together of points were wrong, for the most part, to deny that substantial realities have first elements, as if the 

substantial realities had no primitive unities, or as if there were no simple substances” (‘Reply to Foucher,” 1695; 

GP IV 491/AG 146). 

18  See Leibniz’s last two letters to De Volder (GP II 275-6/AG 181-2, GP II 281-2/AG 184-5), and his late 

exchange with Christian Wolff, discussed in Rutherford 2004.  

19  Adams (1997: 810) notes that, in his solution to the Antinomy of Pure Reason (A 489/B 526), Kant defends 

a similar view with regard to things in themselves. 

20  As Leibniz writes in the New System: “A multitude can derive its reality only from true unities….  [I]n 

order to find these real entities I was forced to have recourse to a formal atom, since a material thing cannot be both 

material and, at the same time, perfectly indivisible, that is, endowed with a true unity….  Only metaphysical points 

or points of substance (constituted by forms or souls) are exact and real, and without them there would be nothing 

real, since without true unities there would be no multitude” (GP IV 483/AG 142).  Cf. GP IV 492/AG 147. 
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21  Summarizing his argument in a 1704 letter to De Volder, Leibniz writes: “Anything that can be divided 

into many (actually existing) things is aggregated from many things; and a thing that is aggregated from many things 

is not one except mentally, and has no reality except that which is borrowed from its constituents.  From this I have 

already inferred that there are therefore indivisible unities in things, since otherwise there will be no true unity in 

things, nor any reality that is not borrowed.  And that is absurd.  For where there is no true unity, there is no true 

multitude.  And where there is no reality except a borrowed one, there will be no reality at all, since in the end it 

must belong to some individual subject.” (GP II 267).  Cf. GP II 261-2; Grua 64. 

22  "And so when it is asked what we understand by the word ‘substance,’ I warn that above all aggregates 

should be excluded.  For an aggregate is nothing other than all those things taken at the same time from which it 

results, [i.e., those things] which clearly have their union from the mind alone on account of what they have in 

common, like a flock of sheep" (letter to De Volder, 10 November 1703; GP II 256).  “It is necessary to distinguish 

also between a substance and an aggregate of substances, between substance and substances.  The distinctions of the 

scholastics are not always to be disparaged; for example, that which they draw between a true unity, an unum per se, 

and an aggregative unity” (LH IV 1, 4 Bl. 39 [LH 58]). 

23  See also “Conversation of Philarete and Ariste” (GP VI 586/AG 263). 

24  “I am also far from saying that matter is a shadow and even a nothing.  These expressions go too far.  

Matter is an aggregate [amas], not a substance but a substantiatum, as would be an army or a flock; and, insofar as it 

is considered as making up one thing, it is a phenomenon, very real, in fact, but a thing whose unity is constructed 

by our conception” (GP VI 625/AG 227). 


