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Chapter	  5:	  The	  reform	  of	  metaphysics	  

Insofar as God relates the universe to some particular body, and regards the whole of it as if from this body, or 

what is the same thing, thinks of all the appearances or relations of things to this body considered as immobile, 

there results from this the substantial form or soul of this body, which is completed by a kind of sensation and 

appetite. (The Origin of Souls and Minds [1681?] A VI 4, 1460; LoC 261) 

Leibniz’s mature philosophy is conventionally dated as beginning in 1686, the year in which he 

“went public”, after a fashion, announcing his reform of metaphysics in his Discourse on Metaphysics 

and consequent correspondence with Arnauld. In fact, however, he had made most of the 

theoretical advances announced in those texts many years earlier. By 1676 he had formulated 

three of his most important principles: the Principle of Sufficient Reason, the Identity of 

Indiscernibles, and the principle that enabled his discoveries in physics, that “the full cause is 

contained in the entire effect”. By the late 1670s he had already concluded that all bodies 

contained a kind of sensation and appetite, proposed that every mind perceives confusedly 

everything that happens in the universe, discovered the conservation of vis viva, and identified 

substance with force, all under the banner of rehabilitating substantial forms. And as we saw in 

chapter 2, not only had he begun his investigations into the universal characteristic and Analysis 

Situs in 1679, but it was in his logical studies of those years that he had formulated his predicate-in-

notion principle, according to which everything that can ever be said truly about an individual 

substance, every one of its predicates, is contained in its notion, in its complete concept.  

 What was novel in Leibniz’s Discourse and his correspondence with Arnauld was the way in 

which he had managed to integrate the latter principle with his new views on substance, body and 

motion, and to complete his theory of truth through his newly discovered account of contingency, 

which we discussed in chapter 4. In his influential interpretation of Leibniz, Russell was seduced by 

the prominence of the predicate-in-notion principle in the Discourse and correspondence with 

Arnauld into thinking that it was one of the axioms from which his whole philosophy was derived. 

Now, although there is no doubt that Leibniz saw this principle as supporting his metaphysics of 

individual substances generating their own series of states, the latter idea was not derived from the 

former. In fact, as we shall see in this chapter, Leibniz’s innovations in ontology were the result of 

his sustained reflections about metaphysics, not logic. And these date from ten years earlier, which 

is where we will begin. 
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Metaphysical	  problems	  and	  insights	  	  

From late 1675 through the year of 1676, Leibniz applied himself in earnest to the study of 

metaphysics. This was forced in part by the deepening of his understanding of the infinite and 

infinitely small, which he gradually came to see made his former conception of the relation of mind 

and matter extremely problematic. During the same time, he was much stimulated by what he 

could learn of Spinoza’s philosophy through his friend and younger contemporary in Paris, Walther 

Ehrenfried von Tschirnhaus, who had been admitted to the circle of Spinoza’s confidants while he 

was a student at Leiden. The result was a series of draft manuscripts for which he had suggested 

the title De summa rerum, a phrase that may mean either “on the totality of things” or “on the 

Supreme Being”—an ambiguity, we may note, that evokes Spinoza’s equating of God with the 

universe in his provocative formula, Deus sive natura, “God, or nature”, even if Leibniz himself did 

not intend to equate them. 

 Let us sketch some of the difficulties in Leibniz’s own views that were concerning him at this 

time. This will enable us to get a perspective on how his philosophy was both inspired by his 

engagement with Spinoza’s, and yet conditioned by his desire to avoid those views of Spinoza with 

which he was in stark disagreement. As we’ll see, this will give us some insight into just how 

Leibniz’s reform of metaphysics came about, and how the various strands that go into the making 

of his mature conception of substance come together into one coherent picture. 

 First of all, there was the problem of what is responsible for the unity of bodies. As we saw in 

chapter 3, Leibniz had originally adopted a kind of atomism, where his hollow mind-containing 

atoms or bullae were held together by the overlapping of the boundaries of the parts of their crust 

moving with differing endeavours. And, as we also saw there, he had strong motivations for 

wanting to retain these mind-containing atoms, especially in connection with issues such as 

preformation and the resurrection of soul and body. But as he developed his mathematics of the 

infinite and infinitely small, this explanation of their cohesion in terms of overlapping points had 

come to seem untenable. As a result, he was struggling to put together an account of how the 

atoms were held together. This was only accentuated by Leibniz’s conviction, also arising from his 

mathematical studies, that an infinite aggregate of parts could not constitute a true whole or unity. 

Thus in the manuscripts of the De summa rerum we find him speculating that matter is actually 

infinitely divided all the way down into points, and that these material points are held together into 

a solid body or atom “by motion or by a mind of some sort”, and vacillating on whether he had 
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proved this. In one manuscript, dated March 18th, he reasons that if the minds of two mind-

containing bodies were to coalesce when their bodies collided, then one of the minds would cease 

to exist, contrary to the eternity of minds that he assumes axiomatically. So there must be a 

portion of the body that is “solid and unbreakable”. He concludes: “it follows that thought enters 

into the formation of this portion, and that, whatever its size, it becomes a body that is single and 

indissectible, i.e. an atom, whenever it has a single mind” (A VI 3, 393). Elsewhere he reiterates the 

same basic argument: unless there are such unbreakable portions of matter “informed by a mind of 

some kind” which holds them together, they would all have been dissipated long ago by the 

actions of the surrounding matter. 

 So a second problem Leibniz is wrestling with in 1676 is the mind-body problem, both in 

relation to bodies in general and to human beings in particular. “What I believe,” he writes on April 

15, “is that the solidity or unity of body is due to the mind, that there are as many minds as 

vortices, and as many vortices as solid bodies” (A VI 3, 509; LoC 117). Clearly, at this time Leibniz 

was still entertaining the idea that every atom contains a mind or soul, each associated with its own 

vortex. In February he had written that the human soul perceives “by means of a certain liquid, or 

if you prefer, an ethereal substance, continuous, and diffused through the whole body … which 

inflates, contracts and dilates the nerves”. (A VI 3, 480; DSR 35). His speculations on the relation of 

mind and brain are decidedly physicalist. The soul is described as “a kind of font of motion and 

dilation in the liquid” that is capable of acting on matter. “Moreover, every kind of gyration seems 

to be performed in the cavities of the brain, as the soul observes its own vortex”. Appearances are 

“nothing but undulations of the liquid impressed on it”, each such undulation being “conserved 

forever, even if, when compounded with others, it becomes imperceptible”. That “the soul itself 

should agitate the vortex”, Leibniz writes, is a “wonder”. “But it does so nonetheless, for we do 

not act through a simple mechanism (machina), but through reflections, i.e. actions, on ourselves” 

(A VI iii 480; DSR 37). 

 In the summer of 1676, however, Leibniz underwent a kind of conversion from the materialist 

trend of these speculations. This may have been induced by his reading of Plato’s dialogues, two of 

which he was then translating, particularly the passage from Plato’s Phaedo where Socrates criticizes 

his former teacher Anaxagoras for “introducing mind but making no use of it” (Plato, Phaedo, 97b-

99c). We know that Leibniz was particularly taken with this passage, since he mentions it in the 

Discourse on Metaphysics §20, leaving a note to himself to insert a translation at this point of “a 
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memorable passage by Socrates in Plato’s Phaedo, against over-materialistic philosophers” (GP IV 

446; GP II 13). What Plato is suggesting in this passage is that Socrates’ remaining on the bench in 

prison cannot be understood in terms of matter and motion, but can only be understood 

teleologically, i.e. in terms of his mind acting according to its own end-directed laws, in step with his 

body acting according to the laws appropriate to matter. Any model of the mind such as Leibniz 

had previously been entertaining, where the mind acts on the matter of its own vortex, would 

from now on be rejected out of hand as too naive. Cementing him in this opinion would have 

been the Occasionalist arguments familiar to him from his discussions with Malebranche during his 

four years in Paris. Malebranche (in company with Cordemoy and La Forge) argued that the purely 

passive nature of body—conceived as mere extended substance—precludes it from having any 

power to “transmit to another body the power transporting it”,1 a power which must therefore 

reside only in God. Although Leibniz wanted each body to contain its own principle of activity, and 

thus to be more than mere extended substance, he had to concede to Malebranche that there 

was no way to conceive how such a principle could act on anything outside of itself, even its own 

body. Thus, as Leibniz explains much later in a draft he chose not to send to Des Bosses, his earlier 

speculations about how souls are related to bodies involved a kind of category mistake. “Those 

things which pertain to extension,” he wrote in criticism of his youthful views, “should not be 

attributed to souls, and their unity and multitude should not be taken from the category of 

quantity, but rather from the category of substance” (unsent note for Des Bosses, 30th April, 1709; 

LDB 129). 

 Another way in which Leibniz conceives the mind as serving as a principle of a body is as its 

principle of individuation, and this constitutes a third problem he is thinking hard about in 1676. As 

we saw in chapter 1, Leibniz had cut his teeth on this problem as a student, concluding that each 

individual substance is individuated by the intrinsic principles which constitute its whole being. 

Subsequently he had rejected such scholastic accounts, concluding in his Confession of a Philosopher 

of 1672 that souls or minds are individuated by considerations of place and time. Using the 

example of two perfectly similar eggs, Leibniz argues there that you could nevertheless identify 

which egg is which if you were able to “continuously follow the motion of each, through each 

place, either with your eyes or hands or some other kind of contact”. Thus “to ask why this soul 

                                            
1 Nicolas Malebranche, The Search after Truth (trans. T. M. Lennon and P. J. Olscamp. Columbus: Ohio State University 
Press, 1980), p. 660. 
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rather than another is subjected from the beginning to these circumstances of time and place (and 

from which the entire series of life, death, salvation or damnation arises)”, Leibniz writes, “is to ask 

why this soul is this soul”. (A VI 3, 148) 

 Leibniz builds on this in his studies of 1676. In a piece entitled “Meditation on the principle of 

individuation”, dated 1 April 1676,  he assumes that if two perfectly similar things have been 

produced, then the only way they could be distinguished is through their different histories. He 

gives the example of two perfectly similar squares, one that has been produced by the coming 

together of two triangles, the other, by the coming together of two rectangles. If they are to be 

existing things, Leibniz argues, each square should somehow bear the mark of its individual history, 

and this will be its principle of individuation. But if their different histories are not “discernible in the 

squares that have been produced” then it will follow that the principle of individuation will be 

“outside the thing, in its cause”, and then “the one thing will not differ from the other in itself”, 

contrary to the assumption. Here he appeals to the principle that “the effect involves its cause—

that is, in such a way that whoever perfectly understands some effect will also arrive at a 

knowledge of its cause” (A VI 3, 490; DSR 51). But two squares that are perfectly similar “cannot 

be distinguished from one another even by the wisest being”. Therefore “it is impossible that two 

squares of this kind should be perfectly similar”. This marks the first appearance of Leibniz’s famous 

Principle of the Identity of Indiscernibles: “two different things always differ in themselves in some 

respect as well” (491; 51). Conversely, two things that are perfectly similar must be abstractions: 

they cannot be existing things. 

 From this line of reasoning Leibniz derives some important consequences. First, “matter is not 

homogeneous”: two portions of Cartesian extended matter of the same shape and size, mutually 

at rest, could not be distinguished one from the other. Later, making some reading notes on the 

writings of the Cartesian atomist Gerauld Cordemoy in 1685, Leibniz repeats the argument of this 

1676 meditation in order to refute Cordemoy’s atoms. Cordemoy had defined these as portions 

of Cartesian extended matter of a certain shape and size that were strictly indivisible. But two 

perfectly similar atoms formed from the coalescing of differing shapes, being strictly homogeneous, 

could bear no marks of their histories, and thus would be indistinguishable. Such atoms for Leibniz 

would therefore be mere abstractions, not anything that could exist in reality. Second, Leibniz 

concluded that since we cannot think of anything else by which existing matter would “retain the 

effect of its former state” save a mind, any portion of existing matter (an existing body) will have a 
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kind of mind as its principle of individuation. (Today, knowing about such things as metal fatigue in 

aircraft, we could go along with the idea of inhomogeneous matter bearing traces of its history 

without being persuaded by Leibniz’s appeal to mind.) Implicit in this reasoning about the principle 

of individuation is also a further consequence that Leibniz will later draw out explicitly: in order to 

retain a memory of its “circumstances of time and place”, the mind will have to contain within it at 

any time some sense of the body’s spatial relations to coexisting things. 

 Related to these problems concerning the relation of mind to body was a further problem 

concerning action in bodies that was troubling Leibniz, this one concerning the continuity of motion 

that a principle of action was supposed to supply. Previously he had taken the principle of action to 

be an endeavour, conceived as an infinitely small element of motion, so that a continuous motion 

would consist in a string of infinitely many endeavours. By April 1676, however, he had come to 

reject the reality of infinitesimals, including infinitesimal elements of motion. “I have demonstrated 

elsewhere very recently,” he proclaimed in a manuscript written at the beginning of that month, 

“that endeavours are true motions, not infinitely small ones.” (“On Motion and Matter”; A VI iii 

492; LoC 75). This would appear to be a reference to his syncategorematic interpretation of 

infinitesimals, discussed in chapter 4 above: they are not infinitely small actuals, but in fact stand for 

arbitrarily small but finite quantities. At any rate, Leibniz interprets this as implying that motion is 

not after all continuous, but instead consists in a succession of very small, finite motions along the 

tangents to a given curved trajectory. “From this it will follow,” he writes, “that there is no really 

curvilinear motion in things which endeavour along tangents.” Otherwise, if instead a continuous 

motion were conceived as involving a different (infinitely small) endeavour at each instant, “time 

would be actually divided into instants, which is not possible.” From this Leibniz concludes that the 

perfectly parabolic motion envisaged by Galileo, where the motion at each instant is compounded 

from an inertial motion in a tangent and an acceleration due to gravity, is not possible: “So there 

will be no uniformly accelerated motion anywhere, and so the parabola will not be describable in 

this way.” (492) (This criticism will resurface much later in Leibniz’s reaction to Newton’s proof of 

the inverse square law in his Principia.)  

 With continuous motion thus rejected, Leibniz concludes that the only alternative is for it to 

occur by leaps: 

I am forced to conclude that motion is not continuous, but happens by a leap: that is to say that a 

body, staying for some time in one place, may immediately afterwards be found to be in another 
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place; i.e. that matter is extinguished here, and reproduced elsewhere. Yet a mind always remains 

intact that assists it. 

This mind, Leibniz goes on to argue, is not the individual mind contained in each body, but the 

“universal mind”, i.e. God “understanding a certain relation”. Leibniz coins a new term for this idea 

that motion is continued by the direct action of the divine mind in accordance with a certain 

relation: transcreation (or, equivalently, transproduction.) “Even though everything is new,” he 

explains, “still, by the very fact that this transproduction happens by a certain law, continuous 

motion is imitated in a way, just as polygons imitate the circle.” This is the main theme of Pacidius 

to Philalethes, the Leibniz dialogue wrote on his way to see Spinoza, discussed in chapter 3. There 

he concludes that “action in a body cannot be conceived except through a kind of aversion. If you 

really cut to the quick and inspect every single moment, there is no action” (A VI 3, 566; LoC 211). 

So, transcreation is necessary: “the special operation of God is necessary for change among things” 

(569; 211). 

 But Leibniz has another motivation for bringing God into play as the immediate cause of a 

continuing motion, and this concerns the laws of collision of bodies. A universal mind is needed to 

ensure that the bodies follow a law of collision in such a way that “magnitude compensates for 

speed” (A VI iii 493; LoC 77). This is a reference to the fact that the “quantity of motion” in a 

given direction (what we now know as momentum, the sum of the products of the bodies’ masses 

and velocities) is conserved in every collision, and that somehow the bodies must “know” to 

behave in such a way as to ensure this is so. An individual mind cannot know this, moreover, 

without knowing not only the mass of its own body, but that of the body it is about to collide with, 

and their relative speed. Again, if all motion is relative, and only relative motion is conserved, as he 

had learned from Huygens in Paris, this means that every collision must occur in such a way that 

the quantity of motion is conserved, no matter which body is taken to be at rest. So motion does 

appear to be a property of individual mind-containing bodies. As Leibniz explicitly concluded in 

early 1677, “its subject will not be any one individual body, but the whole world” (A VI 3, 1970). 

The absolute motion we imagine is “nothing but an affection of our soul” which occurs when we 

consider ourselves or other things as being at rest, “since we are able to understand everything 

more easily when these things are considered as immobile”. 

 We have considered five main problems that were concerning Leibniz in 1676: (1) the 

problem of the unity of bodies; (2) that of the relation of mind to matter; (3) the problem of 
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individuation; (4) the problem of accounting for action in bodies; and (5) the problem of 

determining the subject of motion, given its relativity. Now we are in a position to evaluate his 

engagement with Spinoza’s philosophy in this period. 

Leibniz’s	  reaction	  to	  Spinoza’s	  philosophy	  

First, concerning the unity of bodies, Spinoza had also seen this as a major problem in Cartesianism. 

In an early work, The Principles of Descartes’ Philosophy, he had given a concise exposition of these 

principles, stressing Descartes’ argument that a solid body immersed off-centre in a circulating fluid 

would actually divide the fluid to infinity. It is quite likely that Leibniz had read this work, since, on 

the one hand, his earliest references to Spinoza are as an expositor of Descartes, and, on the 

other, he seems to have borrowed the argument Spinoza adds there against there being such a 

thing as the fastest motion. In any case, in his early writings Leibniz makes constant allusions to 

Descartes’ argument of a solid in a fluid, whose importance to him was that it provided a proof 

that matter is actually infinitely divided, and thus infinitely complex. When in April 1676 he gets his 

hands on Spinoza’s Letter on the Infinite—provided him by Schuller, one of Spinoza’s circle of 

confidants—he finds the argument repeated again. The idea is that according to Descartes’ 

principles, bodies are individuated by their motions. But a fluid circulating in a cylindrical vat around 

a cylinder placed off-centre will be forced to move faster through the narrower space between the 

wall of the vat and the cylinder. This means that the fluid moving through this space must “change 

its velocity by indefinite degrees” and therefore that in this matter “there is a division into 

indefinitely small parts”. Here Descartes uses his term “indefinite”, which Spinoza parses as that 

“whose limits, if it has any, cannot be determined by the human mind” (57). But Spinoza himself 

had no patience with Descartes’ claims of “this or that surpass[ing] human knowledge”, as Meyer 

confirms in his forward to the book (8). Such a dismissal of the Cartesian “indefinite” was echoed 

by Leibniz in his TMA, where he writes that the parts of the continuum “are actually infinite, for 

Descartes’ ‘indefinite’ is not in the thing but in the thinker” (A VI 2, 264; LoC 339).  

 In his Letter on the Infinite, Spinoza is scathing about “those who hold extended substance to 

be made up of parts or bodies really distinct from one another”(A VI 3, 278; LoC 107). The point 

is that if bodies are conceived as divided, then they must be actually infinitely divided, as “the 

argument from the solid in the fluid” shows. But this leads to a contradiction: “the nature of the 

thing cannot admit a number without manifest contradiction” (280; 111). So substance is not 

divisible and has no parts. If we divide quantity in our imagination, Spinoza declares, “we find it to 
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be finite, divisible, and composed of parts”; but “if we attend to it as it is in the intellect alone, … 

we find it to be infinite, indivisible, and unique” (211; 107). That is, there is only one extended 

substance, and it is both infinite and indivisible. 

 In a note on his copy of the letter Leibniz remarks that Thomas White and Kenelm Digby had 

also tried to prove that parts do not actually exist in wholes. Clearly he is no more persuaded by 

this claim now in 1676 than he was when writing the TMA in 1671, when he upheld the division of 

matter into actually infinitely many parts in explicit opposition to White. He corrects Spinoza’s 

claims that there are things that cannot be expressed by or equated to any number, noting that if 

one employs infinite numbers, “even irrationals can be expressed by a ratio of numbers to 

numbers”—an allusion to his own infinite series expansion of π/4. But he cannot see why Spinoza 

says that mathematicians do not infer that the parts of the divided fluid exceed every (finite) 

number because of their multiplicity: surely that is exactly what they do infer? He has Tschirnhaus 

write to Spinoza for a clarification. This may seem like a very technical point, but what is at stake is 

the status of bodies as infinite aggregates of their parts. Leibniz wishes to insist that bodies really 

are divided into infinitely many parts, but he agrees with Spinoza (and the Scholastics) that 

substance cannot be divided. Spinoza concludes that the parts and their number are merely facets 

of our imagination; but Leibniz, rejecting this, is forced to conclude instead that “body is not a 

substance”. Body is infinitely divided, and therefore it is not a substance. 

 In manuscripts written in his early years in Hanover, Leibniz makes this argument explicit. In 

one he argues that “bodies are actually infinite, i.e. more bodies can be found than there are unities 

in any given number” (c. 1678-9; A VI 4, 1393; LoC 235); and in another, explicitly titled “A Body is 

not a Substance”, he argues that if body—understood as infinitely divisible extension or “bulk”, as 

by Cordemoy and the Cartesians—is held to be a substance, “we will fall into contradiction as a 

result of the labyrinth of the continuum”. For  

first, there cannot be atoms, since they conflict with divine wisdom; and second, bodies are 

infinitely divided into infinitely many parts, but not into points. Consequently there is no 

way one can designate one body; rather, any portion of matter whatever is an accidental 

unity, and indeed is in perpetual flux. (c. 1678-9?; A VI 4, 1637; LoC 259). 

We can see this position that matter is only an accidental unity emerging in a manuscript (“Infinite 

Numbers”) in early April 1676, contemporary with his reading notes on Spinoza’s Letter on the 
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Infinite. There he writes: “I doubt whether what is really divided, i.e. an aggregate, can be called 

one. It seems to be, since there are names invented for it.” (A VI 3, 503; LoC 99). When 

something becomes another thing, he continues, “something must remain that pertains to it rather 

than the other thing, but this is not always matter. It can be mind itself, understanding a certain 

relation.” 

 Thus in responding to Spinoza’s attack on the substantiality of a divided body, in conformity 

with his own rejection of the unity of an infinite aggregate, Leibniz falls back on the nominalist 

position that an aggregate is an entity in name only, coupled with a kind of Platonic 

phenomenalism. On the one hand beings such as extended space and matter are merely beings by 

aggregation that are perceived as one thing. Because they are one thing after another, they do not 

qualify as enduring things: they are not substances, but merely modifications of substances. Insofar 

as they really appear, they are real phenomena. This is not a contradiction in terms: they are 

phenomena, “things that appear”; but they are real as opposed to illusory insofar as they really are 

modifications of substances external to the perceiver. Foucher? 

 On the question of unity, then, Leibniz agrees with Spinoza in inferring from the actually 

infinite division of those bodies that they are modes or appearances of something substantial that is 

not really divided. But since he does not accept Spinoza’s argument against plurality, he feels 

entitled to reject Spinoza’s conclusion that bodies are all modes of the same substance: for him, 

each extended body presupposes a substance of which it is the mode, but since each body is 

infinitely divided, there are infinitely many substances in it. The aggregate of substances is nothing 

but the substances themselves, whose appearance is the extended body (more on this in a 

moment). This he will sometimes express by saying (as he does to Bourguet In 1714) that Spinoza 

“would be right if there were no monads; then everything except God would be transitory, and 

would sink into mere accidents and modifications, since there would not be in things the basis of 

substances, which consists in the existence of monads.” (Letter to Bourguet, December 1714; GP 

iii 575; Russell, 261)  

 Leibniz’s views about the unity and continuation in existence of bodies are, in fact, are very like 

Spinoza’s. On Spinoza’s account, a body exists at a node in a nexus of causal relations: it is 

constantly undergoing collisions with and interacting with other bodies, by which it will eventually 

be brought to its demise. It will gain and lose bits of matter, as happens in the processes of 

ingestion and excretion occurring in the body of a living organism, which is a well organized system 
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of interrelated parts. For the duration of its existence, each body is held together by its endeavour 

(conatus) to conserve itself in being, which it achieves so long as it can preserve the same 

characteristic ratio of “motion-and-rest” among its constituent parts. This account may be 

compared with Leibniz’s idea quoted above that an aggregate can remain the same thing, despite 

the coming and going of its constituents, so long as there pertains to it “a certain relation” which is 

understood by the “universal mind”. Where Spinoza does not in fact explain the ontological status 

of the characteristic relation (it is neither mode nor attribute), Leibniz accommodates it to his 

notion that relations have a being in the divine mind, a point we will return to in chapter 7.  

 But Spinoza’s physics is Cartesian, so the measure of this “motion-and-rest” whose proportion 

is conserved in the body—the measure, in a word, of the body’s activity—will be Descartes’ 

quantity of motion. The very phrase “motion-and-rest” seems to indicate that Spinoza has not 

appreciated the problem of the relativity of motion with which Leibniz was wrestling, and is 

imagining bodies as parts of extended substance that have an absolute motion or rest relative to it. 

In fact, Descartes’ rules of collision are not compatible with the relative nature of motion, a fact 

that Leibniz will point out in his first publication on physics in 1684. At this stage he has the full 

cause principle, which he had first formally articulated in the summer of 1676. But this is sufficient 

for him to be able to demonstrate that Descartes’ rules would result in there being more activity in 

the effect than in the cause, in contradiction to the impossibility of a mechanical perpetual motion. 

And this he does when he meets with Spinoza in December of that year. In a now lost fragment in 

which he comments on that meeting, he is said to have written: “Spinoza did not see the mistakes 

of Descartes’ rules of motion; he was surprised when I began to show him that they violate the 

equality of cause and effect.” (quoted from Garber 1995, 105) 

 Causality, in fact, is a central notion for Spinoza, so the fact that the measure of activity he was 

implicitly assuming was in conflict with the attribution of causes should have been a source of 

concern. For although he conceived extended bodies as finite modes—literally, ways of being—of 

the infinite substance, he nevertheless insisted that they are causally active. That is, they can be 

merely passive nodes in a chain of efficient causes; but the more an individual understands the 

reasons giving rise to a given situation, the more control that individual has over the outcome of 

that situation, the more it participates in the nexus of causal influences, the individual itself being 

one of the contributing factors in the total cause. 

[End of this fragment of a draft of this chapter] 


