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Sennert and Leibniz on Animate Atoms 

 

Andreas Blank 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Famously, both in his early and later years Leibniz criticises ancient atomism for describing 

atoms as absolutely indivisible. According to his view, matter is both infinitely divisible and 

actually infinitely divided.1 Nevertheless, the early Leibniz in numerous passages 

nevertheless is committed to entities that he calls “atoms”, and in his later years he continues 

calling composite substances “atoms of substance”.2 Richard Arthur has recently described 

this situation as the “enigma of Leibniz’s atomism”: Leibniz consistently rejects the existence 

of absolutely indivisible atoms, while at the same time he is committed to the existence of 

atoms that display internal complexity.3 Most occurrences of Leibniz’s early “atoms” and 

later “atoms of substance” share interesting properties: they are individuated by an 

immaterial, soul-like entity, and they possess a material body that displays internal 

complexity.4 Why did Leibniz characterize such complex, composite entities as “atoms”? 

Arthur suggests that the answer comes easily once we realise that in early modern chemical 

atomism the conception of atoms as absolutely indivisible was by no means the prevalent 

one. Rather, atoms were regarded as entities that are either not further divisible by means of 

laboratory processes or not further divisible without a loss of their chemical properties. 
                                                
1 On Leibniz’s rejection of absolutely indivisible atoms, see Andre Robinet, Architectonique disjunctive, 
automates systemiques et idealite transcendentale dans l’Oeuvre de G. W. Leibniz, Paris: Vrin, 1986, pp. ###; 
Philip Beeley, Kontinuitaet und Mechanismus. Zur Philosophie des jungen Leibniz in ihrem 
ideengeschichtlichen Kontext, Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1996, pp. ###. In what follows, translations are 
my own except where otherwise noted. 
2 ###. 
3 ###. 
4 For an early occurrence of this idea, see Notes on Science and Metaphysics, 18 March 1676, A VI, 3, 393; 
Arthur 57. 
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Chemical atomism is consistent with the assumption that atoms have a complex internal 

structure. As Arthur puts it, in the chemical tradition “many authors proposed atoms that were 

regarded not only as divisible but also as possessing a variety of qualities, powers, and inner 

complexity.”5  

In particular, Arthur draws attention to the fact that there are substantial and illuminating 

parallels between Leibniz’s early views on atoms and the chemical atomism of the 

Wittenberg based physician and philosopher, Daniel Sennert (1572-1637). Arthur is not 

claiming that Leibniz was directly influenced by Sennert. Rather, he is claiming that key 

features of Leibniz’s position “were implicit in the atomist tradition with which he was 

certainly familiar.”6 Arthur has brought to light striking analogies between Sennert and the 

early Leibniz: (1) Sennert and the early Leibniz maintain that atoms have the capacity to fuse 

into a continuum. Sennert takes over this property of corpuscles from Julius Caesar Scaliger, 

who invokes it to explain mixture.7 Similarly, the early Leibniz uses this property to explain 

the cohesion of corpuscles in motion.8 And, like Sennert, the early Leibniz acknowledges the 

work of Scaliger as one of the major influences on his own thought.9 (2) Sennert and the 

early Leibniz were committed to the Lutheran doctrine of Traducianism. According to this 

doctrine, souls are propagated through the medium of parental seeds: souls share the capacity 

of other substantial forms of “multiplying” themselves, in the sense that they can produce 

                                                
5 Richard T. W. Arthur, “The Enigma of Leibniz’s Atomism”, Oxford Studies in Early Modern Philosophy, 1 
(2003), pp. ###, p. 203. 
6 Arthur, “Enigma”, p. 220. 
7 Daniel Sennert, Thirteen Books of Natural Philosophy, translated by Abdias Cole and Nicholas Culpeper, 
London: ###, 1659 [henceforth: TB], p. 458. See Julius Caesar Scaliger, Exotericarum exercitationum liber XV. 
De subtilitate, ad Hieronymum Cardanum. Paris: Vascovani, 1557, fol. ###. 
8 Arthur, “Enigma”, pp. 191-192. On Leibniz’s continuity theory of cohesion, see Beeley, Kontinuitaet und 
Mechanismus, pp. ###; Richard T. W. Arthur, “Cohesion, Division and Harmony: Physical Aspects of Leibniz’s 
Continuum Problem (1671-1686)”, Perspectives on Science, 6 (1998), pp. 110-135, especially 113-119. See 
Leibniz to Oldenburg, 28 September 1670 (A II, 1, 64); A VI, 3, 96 (Arthur, 21-23). 
9 ###. 
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copies of themselves that are substantial forms of their own.10 (3) Sennert and the early 

Leibniz hold that atoms possess substantial forms.11 Moreover, they share the view that 

while a living being has a substantial form, its body contains a large number of atoms that 

have their own substantial forms.12 In this respect, both Sennert and Leibniz carry on a 

tradition belonging to late medieval Aristotelianism, a tradition that is sometimes called 

“Latin pluralism”. According to “Latin pluralism”, there is a plurality of forms in a living 

being, in such a way that the subordinate forms are dominated by the substantial form of the 

living being.13  

I agree with Arthur that in these three respects there is a strong and illuminating 

consilience between Sennert and the early Leibniz. Moreover, as Arthur rightly points out, 

since Leibniz’s early conception of animate atoms is a recognizable predecessor of his later 

conception of “atoms of substance”, some points of consilience carry over to Leibniz’s later 

metaphysics: Leibniz’s later view that the apparent death of a living being is nothing but a 

transformation of an individual that retains its identity,14 his view that the body of a living 

being is constituted by “subordinate monads” that are in some way co-ordinated by a 

“dominant monad”,15 and his view that the body of living beings is constituted by beings of 

an analogous structure that are genuine individuals.16 However, focussing on the analogies 

identified by Arthur may lead one to overlook some substantial disanalogies between Sennert 

                                                
10 TB, p. 446; Richard T. W. Arthur, “Animal Generation and Substance in Sennert and Leibniz”, in The 
Problem of Anima Generation in Early Modern Philosophy, edited by Justin E. H. Smith, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006, pp. 147-174, pp. 148-151. On the role of Traducianism in Sennert’s 
thought, see Michael Stolberg, “Particles of the Soul. The Medical and Lutheran Context of Daniel Sennert’s 
Atomism”, Medicina nei secoli 15 (2003), 177-203. 
11 TB, p. 446; Arthur, “Animal Generation”, 151. 
12 On the plurality of forms in Sennert, see Norma Emerton, The Scientific Reinterpretation of Form, Ithaka and 
London: Cornell University Press, 1984, pp. 64-65; Emily Michael, “Daniel Sennert on Matter and Form: At 
the Juncture of the Old and the New”, Early Science and Medicine 2 (1997), pp. 272-300. 
13 On theories of the plurality of forms in medieval philosophers such as Jean of Jandun, John Baconthorpe and 
Paul of Venice, see Emily Michael ####. 
14 See Arthur, “Animal Generation”, pp. ###. 
15 On the domination relation in Leibniz’s later metaphysics, see Adams, ###; Look, ###. 
16 On “nested” individuality in Leibniz’s later metaphysics, see Ohad Nachtomy, Possibility, Agency, and 
Individuality in Leibniz’s Metaphysics, Dordrecht: Springer, 2007, chapters 8-10. 
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and the early (and later) Leibniz. In what follows I will argue that there are such disanalogies 

in two interrelated respects: (1) Sennert and the early Leibniz developed diverging 

interpretations of alleged observations of the regeneration of plants from their ashes 

(Palingenesis). While Leibniz held that the “flower of substance” of a plant can be reduced 

below observable size, such that numerically the same plant could be regenerated from its 

ashes, Sennert held that it is conceivable that in the ashes of the plant some formal principles 

survive that are sufficient to regenerate the external figure of the plant, he denied that in the 

ashes the substantial form of the plant is able to survive. (2) Sennert and the early Leibniz 

took different stances with respect to the role of emanative causation in animate atoms. 

Sennert and Leibniz shared the view that Traduction is an instance of emanation, and that the 

influence of the substantial form on its organic body works by means of emanative causation. 

However, while for Sennert these are the only two cases of emanative causation in the created 

world, Leibniz ascribed to plant souls and animal souls a third kind of emanative causation: 

causation of internal activities such as perception. These differences may explain why they 

took opposite views as to the persistence of plant and animal souls: while Leibniz holds that 

animate atoms can continue their internal activities even if their organic bodies are diminished 

below observable size, Sennert holds that plants and animal souls require an organic body of a 

certain minimal size to be able to act on their bodies and, hence, are destroyed when their 

bodies are diminished below a given minimal size.  

 

2. Animate Atoms and the Question of Palingenesis 

 

Arthur sees strong analogies between Sennert’s views and Leibniz’s early views about the 

persistence of animate atoms. Referring to Leibniz’s early “flower of substance” doctrine, 
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Arthur writes that Leibniz’s atoms of 1676 are conceived as “cores” of organic bodies.17 

According to this doctrine, the soul “is implanted as it were more firmly in certain parts 

…”18 For example, in a short response to Boyle’s Some physico-theological considerations 

about the possibility of the resurrection Leibniz writes that “the flower of substance is our 

body, subsisting perennially in all changes”, or at least “is diffused throughout the whole 

body, and in a way contains only form.”19 According to Arthur, the conception of “flower of 

substance” brings Leibniz “in line with Sennert’s view of the way the soul informs the body: 

the soul is implanted in the body, which is invisibly small prior to conception, and it occupies 

all of the body as it grows.”20  

I agree that Sennert’s theory of a soul implanted in invisibly small seeds has close 

parallels with Leibniz’s theory that visible living beings develop out of invisibly small living 

beings. However, do Leibniz’s and Sennert’s views on the persistence of souls and animate 

atoms coincide? For Leibniz, the “flower of substance” doctrine is meant to give a 

philosophical account of the persistence of numerically the same individual even if the body 

is divided no matter to what extent. As he puts it, the soul inheres “in a firm and inseparable 

flower of substance, which is mobile in a subtle way in the center of animal spirits, and is 

united with it substantially, such that it is not separated from it even by death.”21 Sennert’s 

views about the persistence of souls have clearly something in common with Leibniz’s. 

Sennert holds that “the soul itself can remain whole in … minimal bodies and conserve itself 

…”22 This passage suggests that there are cases in which souls can be preserved in bodies of 

a certain minimal size. Arthur notes that Sennert combines atomism with a theory of natural 

                                                
17 Arthur, “Animal Generation” pp. 163-164. 
18 ###; A VI, 1, 91. On Leibniz’s “flower of substance” doctrine, see Busche 103-119; Wilson ###. 
19 ###; A VI, 3, 478. 
20 Arthur, “Animal Generation” pp. 163-164.  
21 A VI, 1, 533. 
22 Sennert 1659, p. 453. 
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minima.23 However, it worth emphasizing some of the implications that understanding atoms 

as natural minima has for the question of the immortality of souls and animated atoms. As 

Norma Emerton explains, “[o]f all the distinctions between minimism and atomism, the most 

important and fundamental was that minimism was indissolubly tied to the concept of form, 

which supplied the basic definition of the scholastic minimum naturale as the unit material 

embodiment of the form.”24 Minimism implies that, once a given minimum naturale is 

divided further than its minimal size, the form that it possessed previously is no longer able 

to persist (even if the parts of the former body continue to exist). Hence, minimism implies 

that animate atoms do not persist once the body associated with a soul is divided beyond a 

given minimal size. In this section, I will establish that Sennert was in fact of the opinion that 

souls and animate atoms cannot survive division beyond a certain limit. In the next section, I 

will offer an explanation for why Sennert’s view differed in this crucial matter from Leibniz’s. 

That Sennert’s and Leibniz’s views concerning the persistence of animate atoms differ 

becomes obvious in their different responses to alleged cases of Palingesis. Both Leibniz and 

Sennert refer to a passage from a work by Joseph DuChesne (Josephus Quercetanus, 1544-

1609), a leading propagator of chemical medicine in late 16th century Paris.25 It will be 

helpful first to have a look at the passage from DuChesne, to which both Sennert and Leibniz 
                                                
23 Arthur, “Animal Generation”, ###. On the combination of atomism with minimism in Sennert, see also 
Antonio Clericuzio, Elements, Principles, and Corpuscles: A Study of Atomism and Chemistry in the 
Seventeenth Century, Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2000, p. 26; Emil Michael, “Sennert’s Sea Change: Atoms and 
Causes”, in Late Medieval and Early Modern Corpuscular Matter Theories”, edited by Christph Luethy, John 
E. Murdoch, and William R. Newman, Leiden, Boston, and Cologne: Brill, 2001, pp. ###; Hiro Hirai, Le 
concept de semence dans les theories de la matiere a la renaissance. De Marsile Ficin a Pierre Gassendi, 
Turnhout: Brepols, 2005, pp. 402-406.  
24 Emerton, The Scientific Reinterpretation of Form, pp. 90-91; see also Anneliese Maier, Die Vorläufer 
Galileis im 14. Jahrhundert. Studien zur Naturphilosophie der Spätscholastik. Rome: Edizioni di storia e 
letteratura, 1949, pp. 181-182. 
25 On the controversies between DuChesne and his opponents, see Allen G. Debus, The French Paracelsians. 
The Chemical Challenge to Medical and Scientific Tradition in Early Modern France, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991, especially pp. 57-62; Laurence Brockliss and Colin Jones, The Medical World of Early 
Modern France, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997, pp. 125-128; Ilana Zinguer, “Aubert-Duchesne dans le debat 
paracelsien”, in Heinz Schott und Ilana Zinguer (eds.), Paracelsus und seine Internationale Rezeption in der 
fruehen Neuzeit. Beitraege zur Geschichte des Paracelsismus, Leiden, Boston, and Koeln: Brill, 1998, pp. 131-
145; Christoph Lüthy, “The Fourfold Democritus on the Stage of Early Modern Science”, Isis 91 (2000), pp. 
443-479, pp. 474-477. 
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refer. In a passage from his Ad veritatem hermeticae medicinae (1605), DuChesne writes 

about an unnamed physician from Krakow: 

 

He … knew to make ashes appear in such an elegant and philosophical way, made out of 

all parts of a plant, and this with all the tinctures and impression of all the parts of this 

plant, and to conserve their spirits, the producers of all their faculties, in such a 

knowledgeable way, that he had more that thirty such plants that were artfully prepared 

from ashes, and preserved them in various hermetically sealed glass vessels … [F]rom 

the bottom of such a vessel, when brought to the fire of a lamp and heated a bit, the most 

thin and ungraspable ashes emitted out of themselves an obvious image of the rose, 

which slowly began to grow, live, and [first] to express the entire form of the stem and 

the leaves, then the shadow and figure of the buds, finally to produce the most developed 

rose, as was evident to the eyes of the observer. There was nothing more certain and 

elegant than that fact from a shadowy rose the most obvious rose unfolded, and that it 

could be seen that it was perfect in all its parts … 26 

 

DuChesne also mentions that the alleged phenomenon was merely temporary and lasted only 

as long as the vessel was close to the fire: “This shadowy figure, however, once the vessel 

was removed from the fire, fell back into its ashes, and vanishing regained its former 

                                                
26 Josephus Quercetanus, Ad veritatem hermeticae medicinae ex Hippocratis veterumque decretis ac therapeusi 
… adversus cuiusdam Anonymi phantasmata responsio, Frankfurt: Conrad Neben, 1605, pp. 231-232: “Is … 
usque adeo eleganter & Philosophice apparare norat cinerem, ex omnibus plantae cuiusvis partibus, idque cum 
omnibus tincturis ac impressionibus omnium plantae partium, earumque usque adeo scite spiritus conservare, 
omnium facultatum autores, ut plures quam triginta eiusmodi artificiose ex cineribus paratas plantas, easque 
diversas haberet vasulis suis vitreis contenta, Hermetico sigillo obsignatis … … [E]x cuius vasis fundo, lucernae 
igni admoto, aliquantum incalescens, tenuissimus ac impalpabilis ille cinis ex se apertam rosae speciem 
emitteret, quam sensim crescere, vegetari, ac formam penitus, caulis, foliorum, tandemque gemmae floridae 
rosae, umbram ac figuram exprimere, & tandem explicatissimam rosam producere, apertis oculis intueri liceret 
…” 
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chaos.”27 Nevertheless, he gives a subtle interpretation of the temporary phenomenon 

described by the Polish physician. According to DuChesne, one “would have plainly called it 

corporeal, although it was merely a spiritual idea that gave itself an appearance, albeit 

endowed with a spiritual essence as if nothing would be missing to it than that it be given to a 

suitable piece of earth, such that it may acquire a more solid body.”28 Although far from 

crystal clear, this remark suggests that DuChesne does not think that in the vessel a real living 

being was emerging. However, it also indicates that he does not think that what is emerging is 

a mere image of the previously living being. Rather, according to his view what emerges is an 

image that itself could function as the “essence” of a living being had it only be conjoined with 

a suitable portion of matter. In fact, DuChesne holds that the vital forces of living beings are 

contained in an entity that he calls “primary humidity” (humidum primigenium). According 

to his view, Palingenesis shows “that by means of fire and calcinations the primary humidity 

is not consumed.”29 Moreover, he holds that “all stronger tinctures and impressions, and 

properties of things, and the most potent of those qualities and potencies, such as tastes, 

odors, colors, and even forms themselves … are enclosed and hidden in this firm, constant 

and vital principle.”30 In DuChene’s view, what Palingenesis illustrates is that in the ashes 

there are qualities, potencies, and possibly even substantial forms that belonged to a living 

being.  

In his De chymicorum cum Aristotelicis et Galenicis consensu ac dissensu (1619), 

Sennert, too, discusses Palingenesis in the context of a theory of subtle matter. However, he 

                                                
27 Ibid., p. 232: “Haec autem umbratilis figura, vase ab igne remoto, rursum in suos cineres relabebatur, 
suumque chaos evanescendo sensim repetebat.” 
28 Ibid.: “… ut plane corpoream diceres, quae spirituali tantum idea, revera tamen spirituali essentia dotata sese 
intuendam praeberet, cui nihil aliud restaret, quam congruae terrae mandari, ut solidius corpus assumeret.” 
29 Ibid., p. 230: “Hinc discet Anonymus, ignis vi & calcinatione non fuisse absorptum humidum primigenium 
…” 
30 Ibid.: “[F]usius adhuc demonstraturi sumus ac probaturi, validiores omnes tincturas ac impressiones, 
proprietatesque rerum, nec non potentissimas illarum qualitates ac potestates, quales sunt sapores, odores, 
colores, imo etiam formas ipsas … in illo firmo, constanti ac vitali principio concludi ac delitescere.” 
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shifts the focus from DuChesne’s “primary humidity” to a subtle material “spirit” that he 

finds both in the Pseudo-Aristotelian De mundo and in a work by DuChesne on medication. 

Sennert mentions that in De mundo this spirit is described as an all-pervading substance, thus 

resembling the Stoic pneuma.31 He also mentions that DuChesne invokes spirits when 

explaining why nitric acid is capable of penetrating a glass still, thus giving a chemical meaning 

to the concept of spirit.32 Sennert describes spirit as follows: “This spirit and body that is 

analogous to the ether is lighter and faster than any element, and contains within itself a kind 

of heat that is able to carry through all actions that are suitable for its species … The same 

body also has the highest force of penetration.”33 While Sennert’s spirit shares with the Stoic 

pneuma the characteristic of penetrating less subtle bodies, it also shares with the chemical 

spirits the characteristic of being differentiated into various species and to possess certain 

active dispositions according to the species to which it belongs. In this sense, Sennert’s 

“spirit” comes in the plural. And while his spirits possess specific active properties, they are 

clearly characterized as material entities and, hence, differ from vegetative or sensitive souls.  

Sennert regards the alleged cases of Palingenesis as useful for the investigation of the 

nature of spirits (naturam spirituum investiganda).34 He gives the following, slightly 

modified account of Palingenesis:  

 

DuChesne … reports that he once had seen a certain Polish physician who knew how to 

prepare a powder from all of the parts of any plant so skillfully, that it contained the 

                                                
31 De mundo, 392a##-b##. 
32 See Josephus Quercetanus, Liber de priscorum philosophorum verae medicinae materia, praeparationis 
modo, atque in curandas morbis, praestantia, [Lipsiae:] Schuerer & Voigt, 1613 (first edition, 1603), ch. 4. 
33 De chymicorum, pp. 257-258: “Spiritus ille ac corpus aetherei analogum levius & celerius est omni 
elemento, & ad omnes actiones suae speciei convenientes obeundas aptum continet in se calorem … Idem etiam 
corpus summam penetrandi vim habet.” 
34 De chymicorum, p. 262. 
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spirits of the plant, the producers of faculties and functions: Such that if someone asked 

to be shown a rose … he took a powder of this plant, contained in a hermetically sealed 

glass vessel and brought it close to a flame, so that it became hot at the bottom. Once this 

was done, as he reports, the powder slowly extended itself and grew, and displayed the 

plant complete in all its parts, in such a way that one would have plainly thought it 

corporeal: while it nevertheless was only spiritual; and once the vessel became cold again 

… it was included again in the ashes or powder; albeit not without providing an image of 

resurrection and regeneration for another life.35 

 

Note that in this passage Sennert emphasizes DuChesne’s view that what is produced in the 

heated glass vessel is merely “spiritual”, while omitting DuChesne’s claim that, nevertheless, 

this spiritual image contains the essence of a plant such that only some suitable matter would 

have to be added to obtain a living plant. While it is not very clear in which sense “spiritual” 

is to be understood here, one thing is striking: Sennert discusses the alleged observation 

under the heading of occult phenomena that do not involve the presence of a soul. A bit 

earlier in the text he writes: “Not all actions that are nobler than the elements proceed from 

the soul.” In particular, “[t]he parts of dead animals and of plants devoid of life nevertheless 

have those forces and operations that can by no means be reduced to elements.”36 This 

makes Palingenesis akin to other phenomena that are inexplicable by means of the properties 

of elements but nevertheless do not involve the agency of a soul-like entity. Examples 

                                                
35 Ibid.: “Refert … Quercetanus, se aliquando vidisse Medicum quendam Polonum qui adeo artificiose noverat 
ex omnibus plantae cujusvis partibus pulverem parare, qui Spiritus plantae, facultatum & functiones autores, 
contineret: Ita ut si quis rogaret sibi rosam … monstrari, pulverem illius plantae, vitreo vasculo, Hermetico 
sigillo obsignato, inclusum, lucernae admoveret, ut in fondo incalesceret. Quo facto illum pulverem sensim, in 
Speciem plantae se extulisse & crevisse refert, plantamque omnibus partibus absolutam exhibuisse, ut plane 
quis corpoream putarit: Cum tamen saltem Spiritualis esset, & vase refrigerato … iterum in cineres vel 
pulverem resideret; non sine Resucitationis & regenerationis ad alteram vitam imagine.” 
36 De chymicorum, p. 248: “Non … omnes actiones, quae elementis nobiliores sunt, ab anima proveniunt … 
Partes animalium emortuae, & plantae vita jam destitutae, nihilominus eas vires habent, & operationes, quae ad 
elementa nullo modo reduci possunt.” 
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discussed by Sennert include magnetic attraction and contagion. Both magnetism and 

contagion involve, according to Sennert, occult forces that, however, do not proceed from 

immaterial entities but rather from subtle, material effluvia.37 As in the case of Palingenesis, 

it is the properties of subtle matter that are meant to account for these phenomena, not the 

agency of soul-like entities. According to his view, in the ashes there survives some subtle 

matter that pertained to the plant and explains the powers of the ashes that go beyond the 

powers of the elements. But in the ashes neither the plant soul survives, nor does the plant 

survive in the ashes as an invisibly small animate atom. 

By contrast, Leibniz maintains that DuChesne’s views about Palingenesis are supportive 

of claims in favor of the possibility of the resurrection.38 Moreover, Leibniz maintains that 

the “core of substance” in which the soul is implanted “is so subtle that it remains in the ashes 

of burnt things and is able, as it were, to contract itself into an invisible center.”39 In the 

ashes, Leibniz’s subtle matter remains animated while Sennert’s “spirits” do not remain 

animated. While for Leibniz the alleged cases of Palingenesis confirm the view that living 

beings persist in the ashes of plants, for Sennert these cases indicate the presence of formal 

principles other than souls in the ashes of plants. Sennert does not regard the remaining 

formal aspect as a vegetative soul. Hence, the parts of the ashes of a plant that give rise to the 

visual appearance of the former plant are not animate atoms. If the ashes of a plant do not 

contain any vegetative souls and animate atoms, the plant that was burnt now is dead. Hence, 

according to Sennert’s views on Palingenesis vegetative souls and plants animated by them 

are mortal. This sets Sennert’s view of vegetative souls and animate atoms apart both from 

Leibniz’s early conception of a “flower of substance” and his later conception of the apparent 

death of a living being as a transformation of an individual that retains its identity.  

                                                
37 De chymicorum, ###. 
38 A VI, 3, 479. 
39 A II, 1, 108-109. 



 12 

 

3. Sennert on Animate Atoms and Emanative Causation 

  

But can Sennert be committed consistently to the mortality of plants and plant souls (or, 

analogously, to the mortality of animals and animal souls)? As Arthur points out, a “major 

reason for positing [atoms] … is that atoms—or rather certain molecules formed from 

them—are able to serve as units for the propagation of natural kinds, with their indivisibility 

ensuring the assumed incorruptibility of forms …”40 Arthur notes that for Leibniz “all forms 

are immortal. This immortality, in turn follows from their immateriality.”41 Moreover, 

Arthur observes that “this does not distinguish him from Daniel Sennert, who was perfectly 

explicit that forms … must be immaterial.”42 But does, for Sennert, the immateriality of 

souls imply their immortality? Arthur notices that Sennert wishes to uphold the mortality of 

the souls of plants and beast.43 For example, Sennert writes that “[o]n death … the dominant 

form is extinguished, and the body is reduced to the next lower grade of forms making up the 

substances that compose it.44 But, as Arthur mentions, Sennert’s views on the mortality of 

animal souls triggered an extensive controversy between Johann Freytag (1581-1641), who 

attacked Sennert’s views, and Johann Sperling (1603-1658), who defended them.45 Freytag 

argued that the transmission of souls from the parents per traducem would imply the 

immortality of the soul of beasts. Arthur takes sides in this controversy when he remarks that 

Sennert’s “defence of self-multiplying of the soul seems only to reinforce Freytag’s 

charges.”46 

                                                
40 “Enigma”, p. 207. 
41 Ibid., p. 219. 
42 Ibid., pp. 219-220. 
43 “Animal Generation”, p. 153. 
44 “Animal Generation”, p. 170; see Sennert 1676, I, 218. 
45 For a list of contributions to this controversy, see Emily Michael, “Daniel Sennert on Matter and Form”, p. 
274, note 9. 
46 “Animal Generation”, p. 154. 
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However, minimism has interesting consequences for Sennert’s stance on the mortality of 

plant and animal souls. His animate atoms are divisible physically, in such a way that in the 

case of division below a minimal size they are no longer capable of sustaining a vegetative or 

sensitive soul. With respect to natural minima in general, Sennert writes in his Hypomnemata 

physica: “[T]here are the smallest parts of Natural Bodies; viz. which if they be further 

divided they lose their Form and Essence.”47 Thus, division of a natural body beyond its 

minimal size brings with it that its previous substantial form no longer exists. Specifically 

with respect to the animate seeds of plants, Sennert emphasizes:  

 

Nor would I have any Man carp at what I have hitherto said … concerning Souls, and the 

Seminal Virtue in Atomes and smallest bodies, and charge me as if I held that such souls, 

because in so many mutations they remain entire, are immortal. For, as the seeds of non-

Spontaneous Plants do many times remain long entire, and yet at last die: the same may 

also happen in the Spontaneous, viz. if they meet with some contrary, or the matter be too 

much divided.48  

 

This passage leaves little doubt that Sennert was committed to the mortality of vegetative 

souls, and that he regarded the mortality of vegetative souls as a consequence of minimism. 

But why would an immaterial substantial form cease to exist through the division of the 

bodies associated with it beyond its minimal size? After all, immaterial entities are not 

divisible themselves, since they are not extended. In what follows, I would like to suggest 

that Sennert’s view about the activities of plant and animal souls gives a clue as to why he 

thinks that their essence depends on the presence of an organic body of a specific minimal 

size.  
                                                
47 Ibid. 
48 TB, p. 181* (the fifth book of the translation of the Hypomnemata physica has an erroneous pagination). 
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As in the early Leibniz, the Neo-platonic notion of emanation plays a crucial role in 

Sennert’s conception of the activity of souls. Some entries in the Lexicon philosophicum 

(1613) by Rudolph Goclenius (1547-1628), one of the leading figures in Protestant 

metaphysics, will be helpful here. Goclenius characterizes emanative causation as follows: 

 

To emanate is to accompany immediately the essence, albeit without any respect to 

existence, and before existence, and without any respect to an external cause. In the 

proper sense, it is to flow from another thing, or to exist due to the principles of the 

essence of the subject, or to arise out of the essence of something by means of an 

indissoluble nexus and connection.49  

 

One of the examples that Goclenius gives is the relation between the essence of a thing and 

its real properties.50 In particular, he applies the concept of emanation to relation between the 

soul and its potencies.51 Moreover, he describes the relation between rational souls and their 

intellectual potencies as an instance of immanent agency: 

 

Immanent action … in the most proper sense has one and the same proximate principle 

that is both active and receptive. It remains in the same substrate, and in the same 

potency, from which it is brought forth, such as thought and appetition. Here belong the 

emanations or results of the spiritual properties of the soul, such that intellect and will are 

proximately from the soul and in the soul.52 

                                                
49 Lexicon Philosophicum, p. 146: “Emanare est immediate essentiam comitari, tamen sine respectu existentiae, 
& ante existentiam, & sine respectu causae externae. Proprie est fluere ab alio, seu ex principiis essentiae 
subiecti existere[,] ab essentia alicuius indissolubili nexu vinculoque proficisci.” 
50 Ibid.: “Sic emanant reales proprietates.” 
51 Ibid.: “Sic ex anima emanant potentiae.” 
52 Lexicon philosophicum, p. 40: “Actio immanens … maxime propria, habet unum idemque principium 
proximum & Activum & Receptivum. Manet in eodem supposito, & in eadem potentia, a qua elicitur, ut 
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As Goclenius explains, an action is either immanent (immanens), in the sense that it is an 

action of an agent within the agent itself (actio … agentis intra se); or it is transitive 

(transiens), in the sense that it is an action of an agent outside of the agent itself (actio … 

agentis extra se); or it is “in the middle between immanent and transitive” (media inter 

immanentem et transeuntem).53 But in which sense can an action be “in the middle” between 

immanent and transitive action? A few lines later, Goclenius recognizes an intermediary kind 

of action that is immanent and transitive at the same time. This kind relates to the agency of 

vegetative and sensitive soul, whose action according to the Aristotelian shared by Goclenius 

and other Protestant metaphysicians is to convey life to the organic bodies of plants and 

animals. He writes: “Natural life remains immanent in the soul, from which it emanates, and 

is received in the body.”54 Goclenius here observes that the potencies of the souls that 

convey life to organic bodies involve both immanent and transitive action. Moreover, he 

describes both types of action as instances of emanative causation. In particular, emanative 

causation allows him to claim that natural life remains immanent in the soul while at the same 

time also inhering in the body. Goclenius describes this kind of action as immanent and 

transitive at the same time because it is immanent with respect to the soul and transitive with 

respect to the body. 

 Sennert uses the concept the concept of emanative in various contexts. One is the context 

of Traducianism, where he holds that souls “emanate” from the parents.55 Using Goclenius’ 

distinctions, this relation would count as an instance of transitive action since the newly 

generated souls are numerically different from the souls of the parents. Another context is the 

                                                                                                                                                  
Cognitio & Appetitio. Huc pertinent emanationes seu resultantiae proprietatum spiritualium animae, ut, 
Intellectus & voluntas sunt proxime ab anima & in anima.” 
53 Lexicon philosophicum, p. 40. 
54 Ibid.: “Vita naturalis immanet in anima, a qua manat, & recipitur in corpore.” 
55 TB, pp. 509-510. 
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question of how elements relate to their manifest qualities (such as warm, cold, humid, dry) 

and of how compounds of elements relate to their occult qualities (those qualities that cannot 

be reduced to combinations of manifest qualities). In an early medical work, Sennert writes:  

 

As in natural things there are not only four elements but also more noble forms, which 

complement their essence, and given them all the perfection that they have: for this 

reason we find in them not only those manifest qualities such as heat, cold, humidity, 

dryness … but also some more noble and occult ones, which flow and emanate from 

those more noble forms …56  

 

Using Goclenius’ distinctions, these cases would count as instances of immanent activity 

since manifest or occult qualities are qualities of the objects from whose substantial form they 

result. A third context is the relation between vegetative and sensitive souls and their 

properties. Sennert writes: “[T]he faculties of the soul are inseparable properties of the soul, 

and flow … from the essence of the soul by means of simple emanation; but they are received 

in the animated body as in a subject …”57 Accordingly, the relation between vegetative and 

sensitive souls and their properties is an emanation relation that involves immanent action 

since the properties inhere in the souls; however, it also involves transitive action, since the 

properties of the soul are received in the body, i.e., in a subject other than the soul. Here one 

encounters a case of emanative causation that is “in the middle” between immanent and 

                                                
56 Quaestionum medicarum controversarum liber, Wittenberg: Martin Henckel, 1609, p. 59: “Ut in rebus 
naturalibus non solum quatuor elementa insunt, sed etiam nobiliores formae, quae earum essentiam complent, 
ipsisque omnem, quam habent, perfectionem tribuunt: ita in iisdem non solum qualitates illae manifestae, 
caliditas, frigiditas, humiditas, siccitas … reperiuntur, sed etiam nobiliores quaedam & occultiores, quae a 
formis illis nobilioribus fluunt & emanant …” 
57 Quaestionum medicarum controversarum liber, p. 19: “[F]acultates animae inseparabiles animae proprietates 
sint, & ab animae essentia per emanationem simplicem … fluant; recipiantur autem in animato corpore, ut 
subiecto …” 
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transitive activity because it is both, immanent and transitive. If it is essential for the 

properties of vegetative and sensitive souls to be received in the body the body has to be in 

shape that makes it possible that vegetative and sensitive processes take place in the body. 

Otherwise, the properties of vegetative and sensitive souls could not be received in the body. 

If this is what Sennert has in mind, the emanative operations of vegetative and sensitive souls 

are essentially bound to an organic body of a certain minimal size. If the portions of matter 

associated with vegetative and sensitive souls become too small, such operations cannot be 

carried out any longer. Due to the transitive aspect of the emanative activity of vegetative and 

sensitive souls, the size and organization of the associated organic body is essential for the 

persistence of the soul-like entity and, hence, for the persistence of the animate atom. In this 

way, Sennert’s combination of minimism with emanative causation implies the mortality of 

plant and animal souls and, hence, the mortality of the animate atoms associated with them.  

 

4. Leibniz on Animate Atoms and Emanative Causation 

 

As Christia Mercer has recently emphasized, the concept of emanation plays a crucial role in 

Leibniz’s early metaphysics of souls, too. Leibniz applies the concept of emanation to the 

relation between the rational souls and their intellectual activities.58 Like Sennert, the early 

Leibniz also describes Traduction as an emanation relation: “[T]he mind is able to multiply 

itself through Traduction without new creation, with no loss to the incorporeal [principle] 

…”59 Moreover, he regards the relation between mind-like entities and the organic bodies 

that they individuate as an emanation relation. In a letter to Johann Friedrich of May 1671, 

Leibniz says that the passive principle in a corporeal substance “is diffused” by the mind or 

                                                
58 Mercer, Leibniz’s Metaphysics, pp. 223-224. 
59 A II, 1, 97; Mercer, Leibniz’s Metaphysics, p. 224 (Mercer’s translation). 
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substantial form and that the mind acts “without being diminished.”60 Given the acceptance 

of this category in Protestant metaphysics, it seems most plausible to understand Leibniz’s 

early views concerning the relation between mind-like entities and the organic bodies 

animated by them as involving both immanent and transitive emanation.61  

However, whether or not the early Leibniz is committed to transitive emanative causation 

between mind-like entities and organic bodies, one point is crucial for the present purposes. 

In Leibniz’s view, the causal role of all mind-like entities—even of those that are not capable 

of intellectual activities—involves a kind of activity that is purely immanent and, hence, does 

not depend on the presence of a body of a certain minimal size. It is at this juncture that 

Leibniz departs from the framework shared by Goclenius and Sennert.  Clearly, for the early 

Leibniz the indestructibility of mind-like entities has to do with their point-like character: 

since points are not extended, they cannot be destroyed by means of division.62 But then, he 

still has to explicate the nature of the potencies of mind-like entities associated with invisibly 

small portions of matter. Interestingly, in his notes for a projected work on Elements of the 

Mind Leibniz avoids restricting the application of the concept of thought to rational, human 

souls. Rather, he introduces ‘thought’ as an indefinable concept that characterizes the activity 

of all mind-like entities: “Thinking is being the reason of change, or changing itself. Likewise, 

it is being the reason of itself. Thinking is indefinable, and the same holds for sensing, or 

rather acting.”63 He maintains that “in the contents of thoughts (cogitabilia) themselves there 

has to be the reason why they are sensed …, but this is not in the thinking of a single thing, 

                                                
60 A II, 1, 113; Mercer, Leibniz’s Metaphysics, p. 224. 
61 For an alternative interpretation of the emanation relation between mind and body as an early version of pre-
established harmony, see Mercer, Leibniz’s Metaphysics, pp. 331-340. On the role of emanative causation in 
Leibniz’s theory of matter, see Justin E. H. Smith, “Christian Platonism and the Metaphysics of Body in 
Leibniz”, British Journal for the History of Philosophy 12 (2004), pp. ###; Justin E. H. Smith, ###, Leibniz 
Review 15 (2005), pp. ###. 
62 A II, 1, (second edition), 181. 
63 Ibid. 
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hence it will be in [the thinking of] many things.”64 Accordingly, “Thought is nothing but the 

sense of comparison, or shorter, the sense of many at once or the one in many.”65 These 

cryptic remarks suggest that, in Leibniz’s view, all mind-like entities are capable of comparing 

the impressions that they receive by means of their bodies. In this sense they act upon their 

own states and, hence, upon themselves. Hence, they are also the reason for the change of 

their states. This structure corresponds closely to the notion of immanent action: both the 

origin of the action and the result of the action are in one and the same being. 

In notes from the Paris years, Leibniz reaffirms his conception of the structure of mind-

like entities. For example, he remarks that “we do not act as a simple machine, but out of 

reflection, i.e., of action on ourselves.”66 Even self-consciousness, in Leibniz’s view, does 

not produce in the first instance reflexive activities but rather draws our attention to the fact 

that our previous, unattended mental activities already instantiated such a reflexive structure:  

 

I have not yet explained satisfactorily how there come about these different beats of the 

mind, with that constantly reciprocated reflection … They seem to occur by the distingui-

shing awareness of the corporeal intention; but, if you observe carefully, that beat only 

brings it about that you remember that you had this—namely, the reflection of a 

reflection—in the mind a little before …67  

 

Moreover, Leibniz regards the reflexive structure of the activity of mind-like entities as a 

further reason why such entities are naturally indestructible: “Thought, or the sensation of 

oneself, or action on oneself, is necessarily continued.”68 In a note from the 1680, Leibniz 

                                                
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid., A VI, 2, 282. 
66 De unione animae et corporis; A VI, 3, 480; PDSR 37.  
67 De reminiscentia et reflexione mentis in se ipsum; A VI, 3, 517; PDSR 73–75. 
68 De existentia (December 1676 [?]); A VI, 3, 588; PDSR 113. 
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makes the connection between thought and immanent activity explicit when he writes that a 

thinking being (cogitans) is “the one that expresses many with immanent activity” (Unum 

plura exprimens cum actione immanente).69 The activity of a thinking being is necessarily 

continued because it is an immanent action. 

One further consequence of immanent action deserves notice. Due to the immanent 

character of their activities, mind-like entities are not only naturally indestructible; they also can 

be associated with bodies of no matter what size. In another piece from the 1680s, Leibniz 

recalls his conception of mind-like entities as those beings that are characterized by the “action 

of the same thing on itself”.70 According to his view, such entities cannot be produced or 

extinguished by natural means since “the determinate parts of matter do not belong to its 

essence.” The persistence of mind-like entities, as Leibniz goes on to argue, lends credibility to 

the view that the apparent extinction of a living being is nothing but a transformation. The 

concept of immanent activity turns out to be what provides an explication of the activities of the 

mind-like entities animating such invisible animate atoms. Leibniz writes: “[F]rom the evidence 

of dreams we learn that the senses are not always needed for perceiving, nor does it matter in the 

end whether the change occurring in matter is greater or less, except to the extent that the earlier 

perceptions would differ more or less form the later ones. ”71 Hence, the activities that remain 

in mind-like entities no matter how much the bodies associated with them are diminished are 

purely immanent activities. In this sense, Leibniz’s conception of purely immanent emanation 

leads to a conception of animate atoms that is not bound to minimism. Due to the immanent 

activities of mind-like entities, animate atoms can persist no matter how far their bodies are 

divided. Moreover, Leibniz’s later views on the persistence of living beings carry this idea one 

step further. Famously, Leibniz’s later metaphysics eliminates transitive causal relations 

between individual substances altogether—hence also relations of transitive emanative 

causation. All activities of mind-like entities become immanent. One of the first explicit 

statements of this conception can be found in a piece probably written between 1680 and 
                                                
69 Generales Inquisitiones de Analysi Notionum et Veritatum, (Spring-End) 1686, A VI, 4, 745. 
70 De mundo praesenti (March 1684-Spring 1686), A VI, 4, 1507; Arthur 285. 
71 Ibid., A VI, 4, 1508; Arthur 287. 
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1684: “No substance is capable of transitive action, but only of immanent action, except only 

God on whom all other substances depend.”72 If no substantial action involves transitive 

causation, the persistence of the activities of mind-like entities and, hence, the persistence of 

living beings constituted by such entities can as little be bound to minimal sizes of organic 

bodies as in Leibniz’s early years.  

 

5. Concluding Remarks 

 

It should be clear by now that Sennert’s and Leibniz’s views on animate atoms are connected 

by an intricate web of analogies and disanalogies. Sennert and the early Leibniz share the 

view that atoms are complex entities endowed with immaterial forms. In particular, they 

share the view that the complexity of atoms not only involves a multiplicity of material parts 

but also the presence of subordinate forms that together with material parts form subordinate 

individuals within animate atoms. These analogies are substantial. At the same time, Sennert 

and the early Leibniz diverge markedly over the question of palingenesis and the role of 

emanative causation. While Sennert’s minimism implied the mortality of plant and animal 

souls that are no longer united with an organic body of a size sufficient to emanate vital 

functions, Leibniz’s conception of a kind of immanent emanative causation common to all 

substantial forms led him to the view that both substantial forms and animate atoms are 

naturally immortal. Hence also their different conception of what is going on in cases of 

palingenesis: For Leibniz, the soul of a plant survives in the ashes of this plant, while for 

Sennert only some structural principles of the plant survive in the ashes. To be sure, 

palingenesis and emanation may seem rather arcane topics. However, the different stances 

that Sennert and Leibniz take on these issues indicate some profound differences in the 

                                                
72 De libertate et gratia (Summer 1680-Summer 1684), A VI, 4, 1458. 
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structure that they ascribe to animate atoms—differences, moreover, that carry over to some 

aspects of Leibniz’s later metaphysics.  

Do these differences make the comparison between Leibniz’s and Sennert’s views on 

composite substances less interesting? By no means. On the contrary, emphasizing their 

differences reinforces a point made some years ago by Mercer under the heading of the 

“vitality of early modern Aristotelianism”. Under this heading, Mercer discusses the insight 

that elements of the Aristotelian system contributed to the success and development of the 

new philosophy.73 She points out that among the early atomists “many wanted to forge a 

synthesis of atomism and the Aristotelian philosophy” and mentions Sennert as an example 

for such attempts.74 Certainly, Leibniz’s view of the structure of animate atoms diverges 

from Sennert’s. But then, if one compares Sennert’s views with those of some his 

predecessors, other significant differences become apparent. Both the differences between 

Leibniz and Sennert and the differences between Sennert and his predecessors indicate that, 

within a shared theoretical framework, these philosophers found ample occasion for trying 

out novel ideas. 

Arthur rightly points out that Leibniz could have derived the inspiration for his 

conception of dominant and subordinate forms as well from Sennert as from other early 

modern thinkers such as Julius Caesar Scaliger (1484-1558) or Fortunio Liceti (1577-1657). 

Arthur also mentions that Sennert frequently refers the reader to writings by Scaliger,75 and 

that he quotes Liceti as a source of inspiration for the view that souls persist in minimal 

bodies.76 However, on closer inspection substantial differences between Scaliger’s, Liceti’s, 

                                                
73 Christia Mercer, “The Vitality and Importance of Early Modern Aristotelianism”, in The Rise of Modern 
Philosophy. The Tension between the New and Traditional Philosophies from Machiavelli to Leibniz, edited 
by Tom Sorell, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993, pp. 33-67, p. 39. For a similar line of argument with respect to 
Renaissance Aristotelianism, see Charles B. Schmitt, “Towards a Reassessment of Renaissance 
Aristotelianism”, History of Science 2 (1973), pp. 159-193. 
74 Mercer, “The Vitality and Importance of Early Modern Aristotelianism”, pp. 61-62. 
75 Arthur, “Animal Generation”, pp. 148-149, 154-155, 167. 
76 TB, p. 453; see Arthur, “Animal Generation”, p. 151. 
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and Sennert’s views become evident. Let me shortly indicate two of them. (1) Liceti analyses 

subordinate forms as well as the substantial forms of plants and non-human animals as 

configurations of particles. Such forms can be divided and both entire forms and their 

fragments can be preserved in other material objects without functioning as their substantial 

forms.77 By contrast, Sennert’s subordinate and dominant forms are immaterial entities that 

cannot be divided and that are not able to exist without functioning as substantial forms of a 

material body.78 (2) Scaliger analyses the subordination relation that holds between 

dominant and subordinate forms within a living being in teleological terms: according to his 

view, the subordinate forms can be said to be dominated by the substantial form of the living 

being because their goals contribute to the goal of the dominant form.79 By contrast, Sennert 

analyses the subordination relation in terms of formal causation: according to his view, the 

subordinate forms function as substantial forms with respect to the portion of matter that they 

are united with, but as matter with respect to the dominant forms.80 Interestingly, the view 

that forms could be informed by higher-order forms is a view that Scaliger explicitly 

rejects.81  

The particulars of Scaliger’s and Liceti’s views are complicated and require a careful 

analysis of their own. For the present purposes it suffices, however, to realize that Sennert is 

far from taking over wholesale a position taken by other early modern Aristotelians. Rather, 

he modifies a pattern of thought shared with other philosophers in substantial respects. Not 

only do Leibniz’s views concerning the internal structure of animate atoms differ from 

Sennert’s, Sennert’s views concerning the internal structure of animate atoms also differ from 

those of other early modern “Latin pluralists”. The intricate web of analogies and 

                                                
77 ###. 
78 ###. 
79 ###. 
80 ###. 
81 ###. 
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disanalogies that connects the works of Sennert, Leibniz, and their predecessors thus provides 

a vivid example of the ways in which early modern Aristotelianism was more variegated and 

innovative than is often recognized. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


