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38. Motion is not Something Absolute1     Aiv317 

[c. 1686?]2 

1638  That motion is not something absolute, but relative, both Aristotle and Descartes 
agree, the former in defining place by the surface of the surrounding [matter], the latter 
in defining motion as change of vicinity.3 Absolute space is no more a thing than time 
is, even though it is pleasing to the imagination; indeed, it can be demonstrated that 
such entities are not things, but are merely relations of a mind trying to refer everything 
to intelligible hypotheses —that is, to uniform motions and immobile places— and to 
values deduced on this basis. 

 Furthermore, in metaphysical rigor there is no influence of one substance on 
another,4 (apart from that in the dependence of creatures, which is continuous 
production). Nor is any impetus really transferred from one body into another, but as 
the phenomena also confirm, every body recoils from another by its own elastic force, 
which is by a motion of the parts existing in it. And indeed each substance is a kind of 
force of acting, i.e. an endeavour to change itself with respect to all the others according 
to certain laws of its own nature. Whence any substance whatever expresses the whole 
universe, according to its own point of view. And in the phenomena of motions this fact 
is especially apparent, for there every single body must be supposed to have a motion 
in common with any other, as if they were in the same ship, as well as its own motion, 
reciprocal to its bulk; how this could be so could not be imagined if motions were 
absolute and each body did not express all others.

                                                
1 LH XXXV 12, 2, leaf 22. 1 bill (6 by 10 cm.), 2 pages; on the remainder of the reverse side of a geometric 
figure.  Edited for the Akademie by Ursula Franke as Ve447: 2047 (Fascicule 8, 1989). 
2 The Akademie editors date this piece (together with Aiv315-316 and 318-324) as belonging to Leibniz’s 
Italian journey, March 1689 to March 1690 (?), on the basis of similarities in content to Aiv314, De ratione 
cur haec existant potius quam alia (“The Reason Why These Things Should Exist Rather Than Others”). 
They cite in particular the assertion of the relativity of motion and rejection of the influxus physicus. But 
concerning the first, Leibniz was aware of the relativity of motion as early as 1676 (see Aiii15 above), and 
since 1677 had affirmed the phenomenal nature of motion and non-absoluteness of space as consequences 
(see Aiv359, Aiv360, Aiv277). So it cannot be assumed that his remarks on the non-absoluteness of space 
here are consequent on his reading of Newton’s Principia. The metaphysics in the second paragraph, 
however —particularly the assertion of the lack of influence of one substance on another, and the 
connection of this with the non-transference of impetus in collisions— suggests a date of around the same 
time as the Specimen, i.e. about 1686 or some time thereafter. 
3 See Aristotle, Physics, IV 2, 209 a32–b2; Descartes, Principles of Philosophy, II, §28. 
4 Leibniz originally had “there is no action of one substance on another”.  
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