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CORPOREAL SUBSTANCES AND THE DISCOURSE ON METAPHYSICS  

 

Introduction 

During a brief quiet spell in the Harz mountains when severe winter weather 

prevented work on the mines, Leibniz took the opportunity to draft what has come to 

be known as the Discourse on Metaphysics.  He soon thought of sending it to Antoine 

Arnauld to whom he had already passed his recently published Meditations on 

Knowledge, Truth, and Ideas.1    In the end, Leibniz made a list of paragraph headings 

which the Landgrave passed to Arnauld with the promise of the fair copy of the 

Discourse when it was ready. This was in February 1686.  The fair copy was never 

sent on.2 

 

Robert Sleigh discerns in the Discourse, and especially in the autograph version, 

Leibniz’s handwritten manuscript which he revised extensively by hand, the 

suggestion that perhaps the only true substances are the higher spiritual ones, God, 

angels and rational minds.3  Bodies on this view are purely phenomenal, in a very 

Berkeleian sense.  In his Leibniz and Arnauld: a commentary on their 

correspondence, Sleigh discerns four distinct stages in the development of Leibniz’s 

thinking about the basic ontology of the universe.  First, there is a spiritual theory, 

according to which the only real substances are spirits and extended bodies are mere 

phenomena. This view, he thinks, can be found at some points in the autograph 

version.   This gives way in the Discourse itself and in the Correspondence with 

Arnauld to a modified corporeal substance theory according to which there are forms, 

souls and spirits, all of which exist, in some respects, as substances in concreto, that 

is, as immaterial forms independent of body, but which also exist in other respects as 

substances in abstracto, meaning that they exist as the forms of bodies and are 

understood therefore in relation to these bodies and as not existing separate from 

them.   The idea is that, at certain points in their development, namely after birth and 

                                                
1 Acta Eruditorum, November 1684: GP IV 422-26/ A VI iv, 585-92. 
2 The Academy editors base their edition on Leibniz's heavily amended first draft, 
Konzept [L1].  There are two partial fair copies (l1 and l3 )and one complete fair copy 
[l2]. 
3 R. C.  Sleigh, Leibniz and Arnauld: a commentary on their correspondence (New 
Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1990), p. 98. 
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before death, forms, souls and spirits are able to exist only as the forms of material 

bodies and therefore as integral parts of a living corporeal substance, but may exist 

independently of the body after death.   Around 1690, Sleigh argues, this modified 

corporeal substance theory gives way to a proper corporeal substance theory 

according to which no spirit, soul or form is in itself a complete substance in concreto.  

All are substances only in abstracto and can exist only as an aspect of a corporeal 

substance.  On this theory, the only true substances in concreto are the corporeal 

substances.  Finally, this theory is said to give way to a monadological theory which 

reverses this conclusion entirely and maintains that the only true substances that exist 

in concreto are spirits, souls or forms. Bodies are again, to return full circle, mere 

phenomena, although this time, unlike in the spiritual theory, all souls and forms as 

well as spirits are granted reality as complete substances in their own right.4 

 

Aim 

It is not my intention to question the accuracy of this sequence directly, although my 

conclusions will make it less likely.   My primary concern is to establish, as far as 

possible, Leibniz's position vis à vis the reality and nature of bodies at the time of the 

Discourse and to do so by looking at the text itself in its various forms and writings in 

the period leading up to it, from around 1680 on. With respect to Sleigh's thesis, this 

means that I shall try to determine whether the case for the spiritual theory is 

convincing and whether the corporeal substance theory in the Discourse really is a 

modified version.  If it is shown that Leibniz did not have a spiritual theory at all, then 

doubt will be cast on the supposed adoption of a more generalised and wider version 

of this in the monadological theory of later years.  Also, any doubt cast on the 

evidence for a modified corporeal substance theory will suggest that the corporeal 

substance theory in the Discourse is similar to the thoroughgoing, unmodified 

corporeal substance theory of the 1690s.  My conclusion will be broadly in line with 

the interpretation offered many years ago by Daniel Garber who argued that, from the 

time of the Discourse on Metaphysics and the ensuing Correspondence with Arnauld 

up to around 1704, Leibniz held that the basic building blocks of the universe, the 

individual substances that comprise it, are living organisms or corporeal substances, 

                                                
4 See Sleigh, Leibniz and Arnauld, pp. 98-100 & p. 109. 
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including human beings, sheep, dogs and cats, as well are worms, flies and right down 

to microscopic organisms to infinity.   Ours is  

 

 a world whose principal inhabitants are corporeal substances understood on 

an Aristotelian model as unities of form and matter, organisms of a 

rudimentary sort, big bugs which contain smaller bugs, which contain smaller 

bugs still, and all the way down.5 

 

The major part of Sleigh’s case for the spiritual theory rests on Leibniz’s perceived 

hesitation in the autograph version whether to grant bodies the status of substances at 

all.  Sleigh’s thesis assumes that Leibniz moved from hesitation about the true 

substantial reality of bodies in the draft manuscript to a more positive endorsement of 

corporeal substances in the fair copy.   In the pages that follow, I question Sleigh's 

analysis of Leibniz's doubts. I offer an alternative reading which proves consistent 

with claims about the reality of corporeal substances and offer an explanation as to 

why Leibniz hesitated and why he, for the most part, removed signs of doubt from the 

fair copy.  In the second section, I turn my attention to the nature of corporeal 

substances as matter and form and present evidence for an early unmodified corporeal 

substance theory prior to the Discourse and its drafts, suggesting that even then 

Leibniz looked favourably on the idea that spirits, souls and forms exist always in 

relation to body, as integral aspects of the corporeal substance.6  

 

Section I: The reality of bodies.  

 

(a) Hesitation in the autograph version: Pro Sleigh.  

 

Relevant passages that confirm Sleigh’s claim that Leibniz was initially unsure 

whether to grant that bodies are real occur at $9, $11, $12, $34 and $35  and their 

                                                
5 Dan Garber, ‘Leibniz and the Foundations of Physics: the Middle Years’. In 
Kathleen Okruhlik & James R. Brown, eds., The Natural Philosophy of Leibniz 
(Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1985), 27-130, p.29.  Garber does not believe that the view 
continues into Leibniz’s later philosophy.   Although my concern is here with 
Leibniz's position up to 1685/86, I believe there is evidence to support the claim that 
he continued to espouse a corporeal substance ontology to the end of his life.  
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absence in the fair copy testifies to Leibniz’s later certainty.  For instance, in a 

passage later struck out from $9, the original hesitation about the ontological status of 

bodies seems clear:  ‘[ if bodies are substances, their natures cannot possibly consist 

solely in size, figure and motion: something else is needed.]’ (A VI, iv 1541/ MB 47)   

Similarly, the draft version of $11 proposes the rehabilitation of substantial forms 

only, so he adds in parenthesis, ‘on the supposition that it is possible to speak of 

bodies as substances.’ (A VI iv, 1544/ MB 49).’  But in the fair copy, this bracketed 

hypothesis is removed, making it read as if this rehabilitation is positively endorsed.  

The  autograph version of $12 has:  

 

I believe that any one who meditates on the nature of substance as I have 

explained it above will find that either bodies are not substances in strict 

metaphysical rigour (the view indeed of the Platonists), or that the whole 

nature of body does not consist solely in extension, i.e., in size, shape and 

motion, (my italics, A VI iv, 1545/ MB 49) 

 

In the fair copy, the passage in italics is deleted, once more making the whole a far 

more positive claim.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           

In the draft of $34, Leibniz begins:  

 

 ‘[One thing I do not propose to decide is whether in metaphysical rigour 

bodies are substances or are no more than true phenomena like the rainbow, 

nor consequently whether there are substances, souls or substantial forms that 

are not intelligent…]’ (A Vi iv, 1583/ MB 79)  

 

By the time the fair copy is made, the section begins simply with the supposition 

(albeit still unconfirmed) that ‘bodies like man that constitute unities in themselves 

are substances [and] have substantial forms’. (A VI iv 1583/ MB 79) 

 

                                                                                                                                       
6 [ but note that there is an early text where he thinks that only spirits are immortal…]   



Studia Leibnitiana paper –draft only - 5 - 

 

 

Hesitation about the reality of bodies is also later removed from $35.7  The draft 

presents the option that either minds are ‘the only substances existing in the world if 

bodies are no more than true phenomena, or else they are at least the most perfect 

ones.’ (A VI iv, 1585/ MB 81), but the fair copy states simply that minds are ‘the 

most perfect beings.’ (A VI iv, 1585/ MB 81)  These deletions sustain Sleigh’s 

contention that throughout the process of revision, the question of the reality of bodies 

as substances is invariably resolved in the fair copy in favour of them being 

substances.  It appears, then, that there is a deal of evidence to support Sleigh’s 

contention that in the autograph version, Leibniz favours the idealist, spiritual theory 

that questions the ultimate reality of bodies and which, even if it acknowledges 

corporeal substances, cannot, ‘in metaphysical rigour’ accept them as substances at 

all.  

 

Sleigh is surely right to acknowledge a corporeal substance theory in the Discourse 

itself.   Daniel Garber acknowledges it too.  He claims that these corporeal substances 

include not only human beings and other rational creatures, but also non-human 

creatures, those whose perceptions and appetites occur within a soul rather than a 

mind. But it would be wrong to think that Leibniz adopted a spiritual theory in the 

autograph manuscript and a corporeal substance theory in the fair copy for, generally 

speaking, the evidence of corporeal substances in the fair copy is also in the autograph 

version. There are many references to non-spiritual corporeal substances in writings 

that precede the Discourse. E.g., see, ‘It is foolish to want to attribute perception to 

man alone; for all things can have some perception in proportion to the measure of 

their perfection.’8  Usually the examples Leibniz offers in the Discourse and its drafts 

are examples of human beings, for instance, Alexander the Great ($8),9 Peter ($13), 

                                                
7  By the reference to minds, $35 appears to give strong support to the spiritual theory, 
but in fact, the reference to other substances as ‘instruments’ belies this.  It is more 
probable that Leibniz refers to minds here because he regards his philosophy in 
relation to Descartes’. See below and footnote oo [17].  
8 Conspectus for a Little Book on the Elements of Physics, summer 1678- winter 
78/79: A VI iv, 1989.  See also, Metaphysical Definitions and Reflections, Summer 
1678- Winter 1680/81:  A Vi, iv 1398, 1399, 1400.  
9  Very earliest draft of this has a different example  -- of the inanimate ring of Gyges, 
which Leibniz find himself having to suppose is animate. This indirectly supports the 
idea that Leibniz admitted non-rational corporeal substances for although his example 
is of a human being, given that it substitutes for an implausibly animate ring, one 
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Julius Caesar (in revision of draft of $13), Socrates ($20), Judas ($30)10 and the King 

of China ($34).11  All these people exist, not as disembodied souls, but as combined 

units of soul and body.   The true unities, the real indivisible substances, are living 

creatures, with perceiving souls as well as bodies that move and resist.  They exist, in 

short, as living, corporeal substances. 

 

These human examples – whose natures we understand from our own experience of 

ourselves as human -- do not exclude the existence of non-rational corporeal 

substances.  Spirits are creatures to whom the others are ‘instruments’.  (DM $35)  

Given that the instruments are material, the spirits must be embodied in order to be 

able to make use of them. Human beings are unities that possess rational souls, but 

they are not simply rational souls: they possess organic bodies as well.  Some of the 

substances that act as 'instruments' to the rational spirit will be the substances that 

comprise the spirit's physical body.  

 

Leibniz does give one concrete example of a living creature that possesses only a 

substantial form when he speaks of the transformation of the caterpillar into the 

butterfly ($ 34) and he in principle allows an infinity of non-rational creatures whose 

bodies are informed by substantial forms rather than souls as he compares minds to 

other substantial forms. ($34) 12   The rehabilitation of substantial forms confirms 

Leibniz's admission of non –rational corporeal substances.  Even though the fair copy 

of $34 uses ‘man’ as the paradigm of a bodily substance, the re-introduction of 

substantial forms suggests that Leibniz did not intend to exclude non-rational living 

creatures. Moreover, any apparent hesitation as to whether only spirits exist is deleted 

                                                                                                                                       

imagines that Leibniz would have been equally happy to substitute any other animal, 
such as a dog or cat in place of Alexander.   
10 – God has a notion of the Judas who actually exists, but the Judas who exists is not 
simply the notion. 
11 – this is not a conclusive case for here the identity of the person is said to rely upon 
memory and such a being could possibly exist even if its apparent possession of a  
body was an illusion).    
12 This example is in the draft manuscript also.  Its presence there undermines the 
claim that the spiritual theory is found there. The other examples, those of human 
beings, such as Alexander, Peter, Caesar, listed above, are also found either in the 
initial draft or in one of Leibniz's revisions.  Their presence there too serves to 
undermine the spiritual theory in the autograph manuscript.   
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from the final version of $35 and the question whether there are other substances than 

minds or spirits is quietly dropped.13  Other substances are mentioned also in the 

section heading for  $35, God is said to prefer spirits to other creatures.  These other 

substances express the world rather than God, but are substances all the same.   

 

The question whether the Discourse’s corporeal substance theory is modified or 

unmodified is not decided by the mere presence of the theory of corporeal substances 

in the Discourse or in its drafts.  The difference concerns the question whether spirits, 

souls and forms can exist in concreto, apart from their bodies.  We shall be 

considering this in section II.  For the moment, it is sufficient to note that there is 

evidence to support a corporeal substance theory in the Discourse and in its drafts and 

that its presence in the drafts undermines the case for finding the spiritual theory 

there.  We turn now to re-consider the five passages cited above in which Leibniz 

shows some degree of doubt as to whether he should regard bodies as metaphysically 

real or not.  

 

(b) Against Sleigh: further evidence against the spiritual theory 

 

Before we look at those passages in which Leibniz doubts the existence of bodies, it 

will be helpful to distinguish three senses of ‘body’ in use by Leibniz: 

 

I. Body as Cartesian res extensa, that is, as merely extended, divisible substance.  

II. Body as a phenomenon, that is, as a divided aggregate of substances.  

III. Body as a living corporeal substance, that is, as a living creature, endowed 

with a mind, soul or substantial form and an organic body.  

 

Under I, we include not only Descartes, but also his followers, such as Cordemoi 

whom Leibniz had been re-reading in 1685.14  Cartesian res extensa is divisible, not 

necessarily actually divided.  Similarly, though Cordemoi's atoms are undivided, there 

                                                
13 In terms of $35, this makes sense.   The issue is no longer an active one and the 
concern in $35 has moved onto moral matters.  This means that the emphasis is 
understandably on spirits and minds and on the person as a rational and self-conscious 
moral agent, as well as on the role of memory in moral accountability. (DM $35)   
14 For Leibniz's notes, see A VI iv1798.   
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is a sense in which they too are divisible -- in thought, though not in practice. This 

divisibility is sufficient, in Leibniz’s view, to rule out the unity required of every 

substance.  This is also why he rejects the substantiality of the second type of body.   

The body as a phenomenon is necessarily actually divided. Body as a living creature, 

such as a human being, a dog, a horse or a worm, is the only kind of body Leibniz 

ever admits as a substance.   Any one, or any combination, of these senses may be the 

object of Leibniz’s thought as he contemplates the possible non-existence of bodies.  

 

Considering these passages in the light of these three different senses of body, we will 

see that these passages are not conclusive evidence that Leibniz ever  -- even in the 

autograph manuscript – doubted the existence of corporeal substances as living 

creatures.   For instance, in $9, the target appears to be the Cartesian account of body 

(I) as res extensa.  Leibniz is doubting the existence of bodies if their nature consists 

only in size, figure and motion.   If we want to claim that bodies are substances, some 

other account of their nature will have to be given. Descartes and his followers 

scorned the scholastics for appealing to the doctrine of substantial forms and they may 

well be in Leibniz's mind in the writing of the draft of  $11. However, in this case, 

(II), bodies as phenomena may also in doubt.  It is important to note, however, that 

both these cases point to the necessity of the presence of a substantial form or soul if 

the body in question is to be a substance.  This fact suggests that Leibniz is not 

questioning the reality of Body III.  

 

In $12, Leibniz gives two options. Either bodies are not substances or they are 

substances because they possess something more than extension. Certainly Descartes 

is again in his sights, but we also encounter here a reference to.  For Plato, bodies are 

not true substances.  Bodies are divisible composites, open to disintegration through 

the break up of their parts and in a state of constant change or variation.15  Platonic 

bodies are in essence divisible phenomena. While they cannot be granted the status of 

aggregates in the true Leibnizian sense since for Plato there are no indivisible 

substances that might comprise a phenomenal body, insofar as they are divisible, we 

                                                
15 See Plato, Phaedo, 78c-80b. For Leibniz’s abridged translation of the Phaedo, 
March 1676, see  Foucher de Careil, ed., Nouvelles Lettres et Opuscules, pp. 62/63- 
64/65.  



Studia Leibnitiana paper –draft only - 9 - 

 

 

may conceive them as aggregates in some sense. Leibniz is, in $12, questioning the 

reality of bodies either as Cartesian extension or as an aggregate phenomenon or as 

both. As before, he is not doubting the reality of bodies as living creatures, that is, as 

corporeal substances as he understands them. 

 

The draft of $34 presents essentially the same option as in $12: either bodies are 

substances or they are not. This time it is made quite clear that if bodies are not 

substances, then they are mere phenomena, like the rainbow.  $35 in the autograph 

version similarly questions the reality of bodies when bodies are phenomena. Leibniz 

has already decided that phenomena are aggregates of substances.  ‘A pile or entity by 

aggregation such as a heap of stones should not be called a corporeal substance, but 

only a phenomenon.’ (Wonders concerning the Nature of Corporeal Substance, 29 

March 1683: A VI iv, 1466, tr., by Ric Arthur)  and in ‘On the Method of 

Distinguishing Real Phenomena from Imaginary Phenomena’ written in the same 

period (Summer 1683 – Winter 1685/6), he declares:  ‘But those bodies which do not 

have a substantial form are merely phenomena, or at any rate aggregates of true 

bodies.'16 (A VI iv, 1504)17   The choice is between bodies as aggregate, divided 

phenomena that lack substantial forms and bodies as substances that do not.  The 

phenomenal body is only an aggregate and is not a substance.  The body that 

possesses its own substantial form, on the other hand, can lay claim to existing as a 

living indivisible (and in that sense incorruptible, not liable to disintegrate and not 

susceptible to variation or change) animal-like creature.18  Again, the reality of III, 

bodies as living corporeal substances, is not in any doubt.19   

                                                
16 i.e., of corporeal substances.  
17 See also, ‘There is No Such Thing as One Body’ (A VI iv, 1464-65). The date is 
uncertain and may be as early as 1678/79 or as late as 1685.    
18 Just a few years before the Discourse is drafted, in his notes on Cordemoi, (A VI 
iv1798), Leibniz had expressed the same dichotomy: either bodies are animated (that 
is, they have substantial forms and are living corporeal substances and are indivisible 
creatures) or they are more aggregates of corporeal substances and not substances in 
their own right.   Again, Leibniz has not questioned the substantial nature of the 
corporeal substance itself.  (See Garber review of Adams, Leibniz Society Review, p.   
email p. 13).   Cordemoi admitted body as a substance in the form of an indivisible 
but extended atom.  Matter for him was a mere aggregate of atoms and hence not a 
substance, for the same reason as for Leibniz – the aggregate is not indivisible. 
Leibniz disagreed that merely extended atoms could be regarded as substances – there 
was no reason for their apparent indivisibility.   In his notes on Cordemoi, (A VI 
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None of these passages has given us any reason to think that Leibniz actually doubted 

the reality of bodies as living creatures, as animate corporeal substances.  The 

evidence only permits us to conclude that Leibniz is questioning the reality of bodies 

as (I) Cartesian res extensa or (II) phenomenal aggregates.  

 

Given that the doctrine of corporal substances is present in the Discourse as well as in 

its earliest version, and, given this analysis of Leibniz's doubt, we see little reason to 

accept Sleigh's evidence a spiritual theory in the autograph manuscript.  Leibniz is not 

questioning the reality of corporeal substances as animal-like creatures, but he is 

questioning the reality of bodies as mere divisible aggregates or as purely extended 

substance.   All the same, if this was Leibniz's policy, we must still explain why these 

doubts were erased during the revision process. Why did Leibniz extract those 

expressions of doubt about these bodies in the fair copy?    

 

Leibniz’s remarks in these passages may not in fact be expressions of doubt at all.  It 

is quite possible that Leibniz is simply indulging his liking for hypothetical 

expressions  (‘If we say x, then y will follow'; ‘If we say that bodies are substances, 

then we must re-introduce substantial forms’).    This style is very much in line with 

Leibniz's own way of thinking and he is very comfortable with it.  It is particularly 

conducive to formulating and considering different options, including those he knows 

he rejects, as a way of seeing their consequences and finding points of agreement with 

his own.  It facilitates the accommodation of others’ views to his.  In the case in hand, 

even though he knows that he has an account of bodies as real, he is aware that others, 

such as Descartes, propose different accounts, and which, by his criteria, entail that 

                                                                                                                                       

iv1798),  he states again that either bodies are animated (that is, they have substantial 
forms and are living corporeal substances and are indivisible creatures) or they are 
more aggregates of corporeal substances and not substances in their own right.   
Again, Leibniz has not questioned the substantial nature of the corporeal substance 
itself.  (See Garber review of Adams, Leibniz Society Review, p.   email p. 13).  
19 $35 was also seen to give explicit support to the spiritual theory through the 
suggestion that minds might be the only substances in the universe.  This is not 
evidence of an autograph spiritual theory that disappears in the fair copy for the 
reference remains in the fair copy. Nor, I think, is it evidence of a spiritual theory at 
all.  I suggest that we read this reference to minds simply as showing that Leibniz 
once more had Descartes philosophy firmly in his mind as he wrote.   
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bodies are not real.  And so, it is natural for Leibniz to present his views in a 

hypothetical manner. All the while, he knows that he intends to re-introduce 

substantial forms and he does it showing that 'if one agrees that bodies are to be real, 

then we have to reject the Cartesian understanding of body, and substitute the 

Leibnizian.   He used the same device many times before he used it in the draft of the 

Discourse.    One in particular demonstrates the idea that the hypothetical is not used 

to express doubt.  Leibniz writes: ‘if anything is real, it is only the force of acting and 

being acted upon’.  From this, we might infer that Leibniz is not yet sure whether 

anything is real of not, but what follows shows clearly that Leibniz was actually in no 

doubt at all that there is some things are real for he concludes, ‘and so the substance 

of body consists in this…’ (On the Method of Distinguishing Real and Imaginary 

Phenomena, A VI iv, 1504) 

 

We have still to answer why these hypothetical expressions were removed in the fair 

copy.    The fair copy was being made with the intention of passing it to Arnauld to 

supplement the paragraph headings he had already received via the Landgrave.  The 

hoped-for correspondent might not read the text in the same spirit and it is possible 

that Leibniz considered the hypothetical formulation as a source of potential 

confusion.  Leibniz’s hypothesis – if bodies are real – is open to misinterpretation. 

Saying ‘if bodies are to be real, then there must be substantial forms’ does not express 

Leibniz’s true view well at all, for he has left only as implicit his conviction that they 

are real.  The hypothetical form, failing to expose Leibniz’s true views, might prove 

hazardous to proper understanding on Arnauld's side and if so, is best omitted.   To 

continue to use the hypothetical style would be to invite Arnauld to reject the reality 

of all bodies altogether.  Arnauld would come to the text assuming a Cartesian 

definition of body, and if he were to be convinced of its inadequacy, he might simply 

revert to idealism.  Leibniz, if indeed his main intention is to convince Arnauld of the 

need to re-introduce the discredited notion of substantial forms into the account real 

bodies, would not have wanted to be sidetracked into a discussion whether bodies are 

or are not real. To invite Arnauld to consider the possible non-reality of bodies would 

be to cloud the true issue, namely Leibniz’s desire to substitute his account of 

corporeal substance for Descartes’. 
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This reading of the Discourse and its drafts, and of Leibniz’s intention in expunging 

these hypothetical expressions in the fair copy agrees with Leibniz’s earlier writings.  

In these, it is clear that Leibniz had Descartes in his sights as he raises doubts about 

the existence of bodies.  It was by no means unusual for Leibniz to be critical of the 

reality of res extensa. In a letter to Malebranche, dated 22 June/ 2 July 1679, he tells 

Malebranche, ‘I agree with you that it would be hard to prove the existence of 

extension outside of us in the sense in which this is usually understood.’(my 

emphasis: GP I, 330/ L 210)  Presumably, given that Leibniz is writing to 

Malebranche, the usual understanding of extension is of it in the Cartesian style as 

bare, passive, extended substance.   

 

In fact, however, Leibniz wants to go further.  The letter is all the more interesting, for 

both its positive endorsement of corporeal substances and its rejection of purely 

spiritual substances.   Descartes’ real distinction between thought and extension is not 

proven, he thinks.  It remains possible that extension in some way depends upon 

thought, even to the extent that thought might contain [renferme] extension.(GP I, 

332/ Loemker* 211). Doubting extension as a substance that can stand alone, he 

nevertheless leaves open the possibility that there is extension or extended stuff 

together with form. He retains a space for those animal-like beings he will endorse in 

the Discourse.   It seems that even in 1679 Leibniz favours an ontology of living 

creatures.  Once again, despite the rejection of merely extended and mind-independent 

body, he allows for the reality of body as something extended so long as it exists 

together with form.  Thus properly understood, he is reluctant to deny that extension 

is real.   

 

This idea that form and matter co-exist and perhaps even depend on one another has a 

long pedigree in Leibniz's writings. We find it asserted in 1678 – 1680-81 in the 

Metaphysical Definitions and Reflections.   He states: ‘every body is animate, that is, 

has sensation and appetite.’ (A VI, iv 1398).20   He continues shortly after: ‘If there 

                                                
20  See also, Conspectus for a Little Book on the Elements of Physics, A Vi iv, 1988. 
The date of this is thought to be in the same period, summer 1678 – winter 1678/79.  
Arthur notes that the dating is significant because Leibniz’s attribution of souls and 
forms to bodies means that he re-introduced substantial forms earlier than has been 
supposed.  
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were only matter in body, there would be no reality or perfection in it. But if there 

were only form in body, there would be nothing changeable and imperfect in it.’ (A 

VI iv, 1399) The unstated implication is that matter cannot exist without form and 

form cannot exist without matter.21   Years later in 1683, he writes:  

 

Extension does not belong to the substance of a body, and neither does motion, 

but only matter, i.e. the principle of passion or of limited nature, and form, i.e. 

the principle of action or of unlimited nature.  … Every created thing has 

matter and form, i.e. is corporeal. ... Every corporeal substance has a soul.  ... 

 There are as many souls as there are substantial atoms or corporeal 

substances.  (Wonders concerning the Nature of Corporeal Substance, 29 

March 1683: A VI iv, 1466. Tr. by Ric Arthur) 

 

Rather than abandoning his theory of corporeal substances in the autograph version 

only to return to it in the fair copy, it is more likely, as we have seen, that Leibniz 

never doubted the reality of body in the first place, provided it is understood as a 

combination of matter and form.  All that he was doing in the fair copy was to change 

certain ways that he expressed himself so as to avoid the possibility of confusion in 

the hoped-for intellectual exchange with Arnauld. There is reason to believe that 

Leibniz was committed to a corporeal substance ontology from an early date and 

continued that commitment up to the writing of the Discourse and beyond. Leibniz 

has rejected inanimate extended bodies either in the Cartesian-style or as phenomenal 

extended aggregates, but throughout, he has allowed the substantial reality of the 

animate, corporeal body, the reality of the body that possesses its own soul or form. 

The evidence for the spiritual theory which Sleigh says is found in the autograph 

version is therefore unreliable.   We have no evidence that his apparent hesitation 

                                                
21  The argument he presents is this: the infinite division of body together with the 
constant movement of its parts means that no body stays the same for longer than a 
moment and no body can be a unity except at a point.  But points and moments are not 
things, but only the boundaries or modes of things, and so, if this is all there is to body 
(namely infinitely divided extension), then body would not be real.   Hence body 
(because it is real—unstated assumption) must contain form.  He does not argue 
explicitly for the converse – that if there were only form, then body would not change, 
but the thought is clear  -- without matter, there would be no moving parts, and hence 
no change could occur.  
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about the reality of bodies in the autograph version of the Discourse or in preceding 

writings was directed at any point at the reality of bodies insofar as they are living, 

animated creatures.   The paradigms of bodies as substances throughout are those we 

find in the Discourse itself – man, caterpillars, butterflies, worms and such like.   

These are living creatures whose organic bodies are extended aggregates. Leibniz is 

allowing the reality of extended bodies so long as they are informed by a soul or 

substantial form so as to exist as animal-like creatures.   However, the issue is not so 

simple when we delve further into the supposed nature of these living creatures.   

 

Section Two: The Nature of Corporeal Substance 

 

We turn now to consider the nature of corporeal substances, focusing in particular on 

the question whether all corporeal substances must have extended bodies.  An 

affirmative answer will lend some support (albeit not conclusive) to the unmodified 

corporeal substance theory.   The evidence is not conclusive since we shall be 

considering corporeal substances only in their pre-death states, but the argument will 

suggest that what is true of these must hold also of substances in post-death states.  

 

As we have established, Leibniz’s corporeal substance exists as a combination of 

matter and form: every form has matter and all matter has form. The matter to which 

form is joined will be of one of two types -- either primary or secondary – and the 

substance that results from this combination with form may therefore be either (a) a 

soul or substantial form together with primary matter or (b) a mind, soul or substantial 

form together with primary matter and an organic secondary matter body.  

 

The first, (a), produces a basic hylomorphism and is the simpler account, maintaining 

merely that the substantial form is united with primary matter to form the living 

creature.    In both his 1669 letter to Thomasius and the 1670 preface to the edition of  

Nizolius, Leibniz defines primary matter as ‘mass itself, in which there is nothing but 

extension and antitypy or impenetrability.’ (L 95)   He explains: 

 

The very nature of matter consists in its being something solid and 

impenetrable and therefore mobile when something else strikes it, and it must 
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give way to the other.  Now this continuous mass, which fills the world while 

all its parts are at rest, is primary matter, from which all things are produced 

by motion and into which they are reduced through rest.  There is no diversity 

in it but only homogeneity, except through motion. (L 95) 

 

Although this primary matter is extended and impenetrable, Leibniz imposes no 

requirement that it must be an aggregate.   It is divisible, but he does not insist at this 

point that it must be actually divided.   Only once forms are introduced do parts 

appear.  Primary matter is here prior to forms insofar as forms arise only through 

motion within that extended mass.   It is in the motion of parts that figures (forms) are 

delineated, the continuous mass broken up and made discontinuous and individual 

objects become separately identifiable.  This again suggests that divisibility rather 

than actual dividedness is the essence of primary matter.22   

 

This description of primary matter conforms closely to Descartes’ account of subtle 

matter or res extensa. In 1670/71, in De Materia Prima, he aligns the Aristotelian and 

Cartesian accounts.  

 

Materia prima Aristotelis cum material subtili Cartesii idem est.  Utraque est 

divisibilis in infinitum.  Utraque forma motuque per se caret, utraque formas 

recipit per motum.  Utraque motum accipit a mente.  (De Materia Prima, GP 

VII, 259/ A VI, iv ooo) 

 

                                                
22 (cp, letter toArnauld – primary matter – principle of divisibility)   
Does this presence of form in extended materia prima in the letter to Thomasius give 
us secondary matter, as an aggregate of individual substances?   No. Leibniz allows 
God and minds as well as matter but appears not to assign a role to either non-rational 
souls or substantial forms, which would be required if there was to be an aggregate of 
substances that would comprise an organic body.  The ontology of the Thomasius 
letter (as well as that of the 1670 revision prefaced to an edition of Nizolius) allows 
only God, mind, space, matter and motion. ‘... there are no entities in the world except 
mind, space, matter, and motion.’ (L 100))  Minds individuate the bodies of rational 
creatures.  Other bodies, however, do not possess their own internal principles of 
motion, their own souls or substantial forms.  At this time, Leibniz thinks the requisite 
incorporeal principle in non-rational bodies is God.  Non-rational bodies don’t possess 
their own incorporeal principles.  They are not substances in their own right.     
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The primary matter of Aristotle is the same as the subtle matter of the 

Cartesians. Both are divisible in infinitum. Each lacks form and motion in 

itself.  Both receive form through motion. Both accept motion from mind.  

 

But there is one crucial development.   It is now recognised that  primary matter is 

actually divided, not merely divisible.  ‘Materia actu dividitur in partes infinitas.  Sunt 

in quodlibet corpore dato creaturae infinitae.’  (De Materia Prima, GP VII, oo)   

 

In the period of the Metaphysical Definitions, 1678-1680-81, primary matter is no 

longer just merely extended, it has also come to be a principle of passion. (A VI iv, 

1399)  The fact it is extended is not seen as incompatible with its being a principle.   It 

is not long, however, before the extension is body is rejected, or at least is rejected 

insofar as it is the regarded as the essence of substance.  In the Discourse, extension is 

said to ‘involve something imaginary’ and we are reminded that no body could last 

longer than a moment if its identity or essence were constituted by its extension.23  But 

the view had already appeared a few years earlier.  In Wonders concerning the Nature 

of Corporeal Substance (29 March 1683), we find:  

 

Extension does not belong to the substance of a body, and neither does motion, 

but only matter, i.e. the principle of passion or of limited nature, and form, i.e. 

the principle of action or of unlimited nature.   (A VI iv 1465) 

 

And in On the Method of Distinguishing Real from Imaginary Phenomena (summer 

1683 - winter 1685-86), he wrote:  

 

Concerning bodies, I can demonstrate that not only light, heat, colour and 

similar qualities are apparent, but also motion, and shape and extension.   And 

is anything is real, it is only the force of acting and being acted upon, and so 

the substance of body consists in this (as if in matter and form). (A VI iv, 

1504) 

 

                                                
23 Discourse $12. Also see footnote 334 below.   



Studia Leibnitiana paper –draft only - 17 - 

 

 

 Robert Sleigh explains that this phrase, ‘the substance of ..’  is used to refer to an 

‘abstract component of a complete being.’24  Since ‘extension does not belong to the 

substance of a body’ while matter and form do, we may infer that Leibniz thought that 

the corporeal substance could be a complete being even though it was not extended. 

This is the conclusion reached by Robert Adams who espouses an idealism that far 

exceeds that which Sleigh identified in the autograph Discourse and which Adams 

believes continues through to a purely monadological period at the end of Leibniz’s 

life.  According to this view, neither matter nor form is extended in itself. 25    

 

If any of the corporeal substances were able thus to exist independently of its 

extended organic body, while retaining its passive principle, this would open up the 

possibility of Leibniz endorsing the modified corporeal substance theory, for it could 

then be allowed that, although substances remain attached to their organic bodies 

during this life, it is still possible that after death they can exist separated from the 

extended gross body and retain only the unextended primary matter as a principle of 

passion.26  However, there is much that Leibniz says that is incompatible with this 

possibility.   

 

The actual ontology he proposes goes beyond a mere hylomorphism of primary matter 

and substantial form. This brings us to the second understanding of the corporeal 

substances as a combination of matter and form, as in (b) above and to an 

understanding of the Leibnizian substance as incapable of existing separated from its 

extended organic body, even after death.  To distinguish this from the basic 

hylomorphism, I will refer to it as a hylozoism  -- literally, hyle (matter) and zoos 

(living) or zoon (animal)  -- though there are some significant differences between 

Leibniz's version and the doctrine as it is normally understood.  

 

                                                
24 Leibniz and Arnauld, p. 97.  
25 Note that such an idealist hylomorphism is no longer essentially Aristotelian. 
26 Note : Stuart Brown highlights Leibniz’s reference to a seminal principle that 
remains after death,  He thinks this is primary matter that can exist without the gross 
body -- a subtle body -- refers to letter to Duke Ferdinand, 1671 (A II i, 108-9).  
However, I think that Leibniz regards even this subtle matter as extended.  It exists in 
the fire. It remains in an invisible centre and besides, the letter was written in a period 
when Leibniz still held that all bodies were essentially extended.  
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Ralph Cudworth describes hylozoism, saying,  ‘Hylozoism’, he writes, ‘Makes all 

Body, as such, and therefore every smallest Atom of it, to have Life Essentially 

belonging to it.’ (Intellectual System of the World, I,iii, 1).    Leibniz rejects this 

essentially materialist position.   In a letter to Lady Masham in 1704/5, he claims that 

hylozoism is untenable on the grounds that it claims to ‘drag or pull life or feeling 

from matter’ (GP III, 368).    Leibniz’s view is that life or feeling is put into matter 

rather than taken out of it.  His hylozoism rejects the priority of matter as the source 

of this life.  But it still insists on a basic vitalism insofar as he does insist there is life 

everywhere throughout the material, extended realm.  There is no part of matter that is 

not living or which does not contain living things. 27 Hence the fundamental 

ontological unit is the living animal-like creature.  

 

The hylozoist corporeal substances have extended organic bodies from which they are 

never separated.  While by 1683, primary matter is no longer regarded as extended in 

and of itself and it is not the substance of the body as well as being indefinite, 

nevertheless, extended matter is present still in the form of an aggregate which each 

corporeal substance possesses as its organic body.  This actually divided matter28  is 

what Leibniz was later to call,  ‘materia secunda’.  [ see p. 8 refs and also see A VI iv 

1466, March 19 1685]    Primary matter is not divided now.  It had been earlier but 

that was when we could say with certainty that it was extended. Secondary matter, as 

an aggregate of substances, is divided, however.  The divisions that exist within it are 

already marked out by the boundaries of the substances that comprise it. 29   When the 

                                                
27  Cudworth’s treatise was published in 1678.   Many years later, Leibniz entered into 
correspondence with Cudworth’s daughter, Lady Masham and she, in December 
1703, presented him with his own copy of her father’s work.  Leibniz’s comments on 
plastic natures do not appear until around 1705 with his remarks on the debate 
between Bayle and Leclerc. (see ‘On Vital Principles and Plastic Natures. ..)  
28 The actual division of matter is accepted by Leibniz from an early date. See A VI iv 
1398, 1399, 1400;  Also see A VI iv, 1464.  
29 On the marking of these divisions, see my ‘Corporeal substances, the real and the 
ideal and the composition of the continuum’ (Studia Leibnitiana, forthcoming).   
Hylozoism is exemplified in the image of a pregnant woman and her foetus.  Here 
there are two distinct individuals, one contained within the body of the other.  The 
divisions in this case, the boundaries that separate one part from the other are 
irreversible and permanent.   A correct division will identify the mother and the foetus 
as separate living individuals in their own right, temporarily joined and 
interdependent, but indivisible living creatures nonetheless.  The foetus both is and is 
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substantial form is united with secondary matter, the resulting individual is a living 

creature that possesses an organic body that is itself an aggregate of smaller individual 

substances, each of which is itself a combination of substantial form and a divisible 

organic body.30  

  

Hylozoism regards the body as extended.  With its emphasis on the corporeal 

substance as a living animal-like creature and despite the fact that extension does not 

belong to the substance of the body, Leibniz’s theory appears to be hylozoist insofar 

as it demands that every corporeal substance has an extended body. Leibniz’s theory 

of corporeal substance is hylozoist, if he endorses  secondary matter in the corporeal 

substance as an inseparable component.  Certainly, Leibniz himself does not seem to 

adopt the excessively idealist outlook that the hylomorphic corporeal substance 

allows.  He continues to develop a philosophical picture that has at its heart the need 

for bodies to be extended, to be composed of extended parts and to act mechanically 

by efficient causes in accordance with the laws of motion.  

 

A basic materialism is certainly taken for granted in the Discourse.  At $20, he 

appends a note reminding himself to insert a passage from Plato’s Phaedo in which 

Socrates ridicules Anaxagoras.31  Here, Anaxagoras is taken to task for an excessively 

materialist system of causes.  Leibniz reads Socrates as extolling the value and 

superior role of final causes over material or efficient causes.  The latter are 

necessary.  ‘It is true that whoever said that I could not do all this without bones and 

nerves would be right, but the true cause is something else … and that is no more than 

a condition without which the cause could not be the cause. ‘ (A Vi iv, 1563/ MB 64) 

                                                                                                                                       

not a part of the mother’s body.  The mother is a living corporeal substance, but her 
own organic body contains other corporeal substances that are as much individual and 
indivisible beings as the mother herself, despite those substances composing part of 
the mother’s body.   In this way, there are living corporeal substances within, indeed 
making up, the organic bodies of other corporeal substances.   With a Leibnizian-type 
hylozoism, each part of matter is actually divided into numerous smaller substances, 
each of which possesses a further divided organic body.  The division in this manner 
proceeds to infinity.  The actual infinite division of the material continuum ensures 
that substances are embedded within the bodies of other substances without end.   
30 Primary matter is also involved in this case. For details, see my… 
31 The passage is Phaedo, 97b – 99c. Leibniz’s summary and translation is a A VI, iv 
1562-63 and at A VI iv, 1386-88.  See also fn oo above.  
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An excessive materialism attributes the whole cause of Socrates’ remaining in Athens 

to the body and the efficient causes through which it brings about its effects and this, 

Leibniz has not done.   But neither has he leant too much to the other side.  He does 

not adopt a correspondingly excessive idealist position.   Instead, he admits the need 

for the body and efficient causes, but simply points out that in this and similar cases 

the determining cause of his staying in Athens is a final cause, not a material one. 

Appealing to final causes that consider what is for the best, Socrates chose to stay, 

after which the mechanical, efficient causes operated so that his body did indeed 

remain static.    The overall ontological picture is one that takes the human being, as a 

unit of soul and body, as the individual substance, acting with a mixture of final and 

efficient causes accordingly.  Neither excessive idealism nor excessive materialism is 

adopted.  The true philosophy steers a course midway between the two.  

 

Leibniz invokes Plato to support his case against excessive materialism. He does not 

abandon materialism altogether and there is nothing to suggest that Leibniz adopts 

Socrates’ view of the body-independent existence of the soul after death. He is 

agreeing outwardly only to what we could call, the principle of dual explanation or of 

dual causation.  We see the same ontology at work in Leibniz’s claim that the soul 

expresses the universe in accordance with its body’s relation to other bodies.  

(Discourse $ 33)  If the soul did not have a body, its link to the rest of the universe 

would be broken.   The body plays an indispensable part in the connecting of the 

individual substances that comprise the world.32 

 

The indispensable mechanical action of bodies had been described in the 

Metaphysical Definitions in exactly the same terms as it later appears in the 

Discourse, which suggests that early on Leibniz was convinced of the reality of 

extended corporeal substances.  Again Leibniz alludes to the extremes of materialism 

and idealism.  

 

                                                
32 The Discourse steers a truly middle way between the two extremes of idealism and 
materialism.  In contrast, the Cartesian response is not so much a middle way between 
the two extremes, as a more extreme theory that incorporates both, by asserting what 
amounts to (especially in the hands of Malebranche) the parallel but essentially 
independent existence of both types of substance.    
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I believe that both efficient and final cause should be conjoined, for everything 

happens because of the will of souls, so that souls act by willing, but again, 

each of their forces going to infinity is determined by the laws of mechanics.  

(Metaphysical Definitions , A VI iv, 1402-3)33 

 

Mechanical, efficient causes require the existence of secondary matter extended 

aggregates.  He also believes that matter, however, is an aggregate of indivisibles, 

while at the same time, he also seems to agree that the parts of what is extended must 

themselves be extended.34  However, Leibniz rejects Cordemoi’s extended and 

undivided atoms because, being inanimate, they contain no principle which could 

explain how they can be at once extended and indivisible. In fact, the very essence of 

something extended is to be a divided aggregate.  (Metaphysical Definitions, A VI iv, 

1400)  No extended atom could be actually undivided. Leibniz seems to have a 

problem here in that it seems that the indivisibles therefore both must be extended and 

yet cannot be extended.  But Leibniz nonetheless continues to uphold the view that the 

indivisibles that comprise any extended body must possess some extension.   This 

seems to be because he thinks that somehow the presence of a soul or substantial form 

is sufficient to ensure that the animal to which that soul belongs is indivisible, even 

though its body is divided.   He does not deny that bodies are extended.  He merely 

insists that there has to be more than extension in bodies.  He does not say that 

extension is to be replaced by form, but only that relying on extension alone does not 

yield a complete account. So, it seems, extension is still there, but it must not be 

assumed that it is the only feature of bodies.   

 

The extension Leibniz finds in bodies is not sharply defined.  Constant motion of the 

infinite number of parts entails that no body's extension remains the same for more 

                                                
33 And in a passage that could have been lifted straight into the Discourse, $22: ‘All 
the phenomena of nature can be explained solely by final causes, exactly as if there 
were no efficient cause; and all the phenomena of nature can be explained solely by 
efficient causes, as if there were no final cause. ‘(Metaphysical Definitions , A VI iv, 
1402-3)  
34 See ‘every body.. is…actually divided into smaller parts, endowed with their own 
particular motion. ‘ (Metaphysical Definitions, 1678- 1680-81, A VI iv 1398).  Also 
see Garber, Review of Adams, … notes that Leibniz does not criticise Cordemoi on 
this issue and can therefore be taken to agree.  
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than a moment. 35  But the absence of definite extension is not the complete absence of 

all extension whatsoever, even though it is the reason why extension cannot be the 

'substance' of body that lasts for more than a moment. Bodies are extended even 

though, as we noted above, they are not the 'substance' of the body.   Extension is not 

metaphysically basic in the way that Descartes conceived it.  Bodies are primarily 

active and passive principles or forces, from which body's extension may result.  The 

extension itself is not an irreducible fact, but is resolved into the principles or forces. 

 

We may wonder whether Leibniz ever settled in his own mind the relation between 

the active and passive forces that constitute the essence or substance of body and the 

extended aggregates that we see and touch as physical objects, but he was quite 

certain that there was a relation and that this relation was necessary and unbreakable.  

The connection is strongest between the aggregate and primary matter, the principle 

or force of resistance and passivity.    The substance of a body is matter (as the 

principle of passion) and form (as the principle of action).   A body is passive when it 

is being acted upon.  And the way that it is acted upon is by division. ‘[E]very passion 

of a body… is by division.’  (Metaphysical Definitions, 1678 – 1680/81: A VI iv, 

1398).  Hence, it would seem to follow, body can possess a principle of passion only 

if it is also an extended aggregate.  This understanding of Leibniz's position around 

1680 is confirmed by a passage later in the same paper. 

 

Body is a substance that can act and be acted upon.  

Matter is the principle of passion, i.e. of being acted upon.   

Form is the principle of action.  …. 

                                                
35  His argument is always that if there is only matter (i.e. extension) in bodies, then 
bodies are not real, for without form, body has no unity, no indivisibility and cannot 
be a single thing for more than moment. (Metaphysical Definitions (1678-1680/81): A 
VI iv 1399)  Essentially the same argument is given in There is no Such Thing as One 
Body.  This is dated by the Academy Editors at 1678-79, but may be as late as 1685.   
If there is nothing in bodies but extension, then, because every body has parts that are 
also bodies (i.e. also extended), then the division is infinite and there is no one body, 
that is, no indivisible.  He concludes, in the style with which we are now familiar that 
either bodies are not real or there is something more than extension in bodies. See 
also, Conspectus, A VI iv 1988 



Studia Leibnitiana paper –draft only - 23 - 

 

 

…Because a principle of passion must effectually contain within itself a 

multiplicity. Matter is a continuum containing a plurality of things at the same 

time, i.e. an extended thing. 

(Metaphysical Definitions,  (1678 - 1680-81:  A VI iv, 1399)    

 

Matter, it seems, even as a principle, is still in some sense extended.  Hence, the 

corporeal substance, as matter and form, is not a mere straightforwardly idealist 

immaterial combination of forces or principles.  Rather, the principle of matter itself 

contains the plurality of substances that comprise the organic body. Leibniz’s view 

appears to have been that the corporeal substance is composed of matter and form and 

that this matter includes or presupposes an infinite multiplicity and hence leads 

directly to secondary matter.   This means that the corporeal substance, for Leibniz, is 

not only pure matter and form, but pure matter and form together with what is in 

effect, secondary matter.   The corporeal substance is the living animate creature with 

its own extended body.   

 

Matter is described here, not as an aggregate, but as a continuum. Corporeal 

substances are contained in it as folds, rather than as separate divisions.  

 

A unity always lasts as long as it can without destroying multiplicity, and this 

happens if bodies are understood to be folded rather than divided.  As, for 

example, a chord is one vibration, even though there is no part of it that does 

not have its own particular motion.  Whoever understands this proposition 

well enough will laugh at the vain questions concerning the seat of the soul.  

… A unity must always be joined to a multiplicity to the extent that it may. 

(Metaphysical Definitions, 1678- 1680-81, A VI iv 1401)36  

 

This is very different from the aggregate body as it is conceived by Cordemoi. 

Coredemoi distinguishes body and matter.  Bodies are indivisible extended atoms 

while matter is a collection of these atoms.  This, Cordemoi calls ‘first matter’.  

                                                
36 See also fn 8, Arthur p. 173. Only Gilles Deleuze has so far taken the notion of 
folding as seriously as it deserves. See Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the 
Baroque, tr. by Tom Conley (University of Minnesota Press, 1993).  
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Secondary matter is then a collection of these primary matters.  Tertiary matter is a 

heterogeneous collection of secondary matters.37 Cordemoi's atoms are contiguous, 

but not continuous with one another.  They are not truly connected and there is no 

account can be given of how they combine. Leibniz's divisions, on the other hand, are 

more akin to the folding of paper.  They are not real separations, so much as  

differences tone, in light and dark, activity and passivity, that allow us to perceive 

differences.  We can distinguish parts but without having to see them as separate or as 

having gaps between them.   The end of one thing is the very beginning of another.   

The passivity of one thing is counterbalanced by the activity of another. 38   This 

interplay of active and passive forces allows Leibniz to claim that ‘Even though all 

things are animated and act with sense and appetite, they nevertheless act according to 

the Laws of Mechanics.’ (Metaphysical Definitions, A VI iv, 1402) 

 

The body, as a corporeal substance with matter and form is both acting upon other 

substances and being acted upon by those others.  In this way, he says, every body 

‘perceives all others’ since, as he claims, the ‘sensation and appetite are determined 

by organs (i.e. the parts of a body) and objects (i.e., by surrounding bodies)'. 

(Metaphysical Definitions, A VI iv, 1400)  The picture here is not purely idealistic.  

The substances perceive, but they perceive because they are able to act on others and 

be acted upon. That is to say, they are able to perceive because they have both a 

principle of passion as well as a principle of action.  In my opinion, Leibniz's most 

considered position is to resolve perception and appetite into forces too.  Implicit 

throughout the discussion is the idea that the principles of action and passion that 

comprise a corporeal substance act both mentally and physically, by both final causes 

and by efficient causes. They do so only if the corporeal substance includes its organic 

extended body.  He writes ' The reason that our perceptions are so various must be 

outside the percipient and therefore [that] there are other things than me.' 

(Metaphysical Definitions, A VI iv 1395-96).   And to have contact with these outside 

things we need our organic bodies.  So too, the corporeal substance  can act by 

efficient causes only through the aggregate organic body that matter contains, that is, 

                                                
37 See Gerauld de Cordemoi, Premier Discours. In Oeuvres Philosophiques, ed., 
Pierre Clair & Fran�ois Girbal (Presses Universitaires de France, 1968), , pp. 104-5. 
38 This is not unlike, say, Escher's Mosaic II.    
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through the multiplicity contained in the principle of passion.    To reiterate, the actual 

passivity of primary matter requires or presupposes the existence of a divided 

aggregate.39  

 

We can now make more sense of the 1683 passage from Wonders Concerning the 

Nature of Corporeal Substance, which I now quote in full.  

 

Extension does not belong to the substance of a body, and neither does motion, 

but only matter, i.e. the principle of passion or of limited nature, and form, i.e. 

the principle of action or of unlimited nature.  For every created thing contains 

both the limited and the unlimited; the limited in respect of distinct cognition, 

and of irresistible power, and the limited in respect of confused cognition and 

of diffused action. For every soul, or rather every corporeal substance, is 

confusedly omniscient and diffusedly omnipotent. For nothing happens in the 

whole world which it does not perceive, and it has no endeavour that does not 

extend to infinity.  Form is not improperly said to be the primary act.  Every 

created thing has matter and form, i.e. is corporeal.  Every substance is 

immortal.  Every corporeal substance has a soul. Every soul is immortal.  It is 

probable that every soul, indeed every corporeal substance, has always existed 

from the beginning of things.  A pile or entity by aggregation such as a heap of 

stones should not be called a corporeal substance, but only a phenomenon.  

Corporeal substance has no definite extension.   

There are as many souls as there are corporeal substances.  

 (Wonders concerning the Nature of Corporeal Substance, 29 March 1683, A 

VI iv 1466) 

 

The language is obscure.  How are we to understand the assertion that every created 

thing contains both the limited and the unlimited, where the limited is understood as 

distinct cognition and irresistible power and the unlimited as confused cognition and 

                                                
39 [Adams regards Leibniz as an idealist on the strength of the claim that everything 
can be resolved into monads and their perceptions, but I find I must reject  
Adams' portrayal.  Everything reducible in the first instance to forces and from these 
arise the modifications, including perceptions and appetitions as well as motion and 
resistance of the extended bodies. ] 
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diffused action?  One possibility that is in keeping with what has been said above is 

that Leibniz is referring to the fact that the unlimited can only be perceived 

confusedly by finite creatures.  It is simply not possible for them to distinctly perceive 

or conceive the whole infinite universe.  However, in some creatures, it is possible, in 

restricted fields, to distinctly perceive or conceive some aspects of the universe. 

Cognition occurs in the corporeal substance because it possesses a perceiving soul, 

but without the principle of passion as well, all cognition would be distinct. 

Nonetheless, cognition (as opposed to sensation and appetite) could occur in the 

absence of the organic, extended body or of any bodies or any other substances 

whatsoever.  But there is no reason why such solipsism should be true. (see 

Metaphysical Definitions, A VI iv 1396)  A corporeal substance’s irresistible power 

and diffused action most certainly requires other substances and bodies. Action and 

power can operate only through aggregate matter.   Each corporeal substance is 

confusedly omniscient ( that is to say, its soul confusedly perceives everything) and is 

diffusedly omnipotent  (that is to say, its mechanical effects extend to the whole 

world).  Diffused action, presumably, is termed irresistible because, like its 

counterpart in cognition, it is of infinite extent. Diffused action is action whose 

consequences spread or ripple throughout the entire universe. The corporeal substance 

‘has no endeavour that does not extend to infinity’.   Form, he says, ‘is not improperly 

said to be the primary act’, but still we need to remember that the form cannot act 

without matter and the multiplicity it contains.  The body acts and is acted upon and 

both occur mechanically as well as teleologically.40 

 

There is no reason to think that Leibniz thought that this dependence of form and 

matter on secondary matter should cease on death. Sleigh's evidence for the modified 

corporeal substance theory consists in Leibniz’s appeal to Aquinas in Discourse $11.  

Sleigh points to Aquinas' distinction between substances in abstracto (as part of a 

complete substance comprising soul and body) and substances, like the human soul, 

that are also able to exist also in concreto independently of the body.  But Leibniz's 

reference to Aquinas in $11 relates to his theory of individuation and not to the 

                                                
40 Each part is itself a corporeal substance with its own motion (Need to say more 
on motion of the parts -- earlier?   -- connects with the active force that is the 
other aspect of the substance of body ) 



Studia Leibnitiana paper –draft only - 27 - 

 

 

question of the non-bodily existence of the soul after death.   There is no clear 

statement on Leibniz’s part that he accepts with Aquinas’s distinction between  

substances in concreto and in abstracto.41  It seems rather to have been his opinion 

that all minds, souls and forms are combined with matter.  Even if the matter is 

primary, its very passivity requires that it be acted upon and this in turn requires the 

existence of its secondary matter organic body.  It seems likely that Leibniz adopted, 

even at the time of the Discourse, that the souls, including the rational souls, retain 

their organic bodies after death.42  After all, he claimed in the Wonders paper that all 

substances are corporeal and that all corporeal substances are immortal.   There are 

plenty substances ready, so its seems, to comprise the organic bodies of rational and 

other corporeal substances. ' Every created thing has matter and form and all are 

immortal…   There are as many souls as there are substantial atoms or corporeal 

substances.’ (A VI iv 1466) 

 

Conclusion  (very incomplete) 

 

 In Part 1, we saw that there is no firm evidence of the spiritual theory in the early 

versions of the Discourse. There are no disembodied souls or spirits.  In Part Two, we 

argued that throughout the period leading up to the Discourse between 1678 and 

1685, body exists as corporeal substance and is extended, even though this extension 

is not a fundamental aspect of its substance or essence.  Nonetheless, no body can 

exist without being extended.     The essence of body consists in form and matter, 

active and passive forces.    That the hylozoist conception of the corporeal substance 

is present in the Discourse.  This effectively rules out the modified corporeal 

substance theory in favour of the unmodified version. Each and every corporeal 

substance consists in force, has an organic body and is immortal. [Secondary matter is 

folded corporeal substances (and hence continuous, no gaps)  -- have not actually 

developed this line of thought -- just put it as a footnote? ]  

                                                
41 He does accept a doctrine of complete substances, but whether this implies a 
doctrine of incomplete substances is debatable. Unlike Adams, I think it need not. 
Although Leibniz talks of primary matter and soul and substantial forms as 
incomplete, he does not, to my knowledge, ever refer to them as incomplete 
substances.  
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42Of course, these organic bodies are still in a state of constant flux so that actual 
substances that comprise the organic body do not remain the same throughout.  


