
 33 

9. On the Secrets of the Sublime, or on the Supreme Being1    Aiii60 

472 11 February 16762 
 

 After due consideration, I lay down as a principle the harmony of things: that is, that 

there exists the greatest quantity of essence possible. It follows that there is more reason 

for existing than not existing, and that all things would exist if that were possible. For 

since something exists, and not all possibles can exist, it follows that those things exist 

which contain the most essence, since there is no other reason for choosing some and 

excluding the rest. So there exists first of all the most perfect of all possible beings. 

Moreover, the reason why the most perfect beings should exist first of all is manifest: 

for since they are simple and at the same time perfect, i.e. include the most, they leave 

room for the greatest number of others. Whence one perfect being is to be preferred to 

                                     
1 The number of finite numbers cannot be infinite. Whence it follows that the number of 
finite squares, taken one after another in order from the number one, cannot be infinite. 
Whence it seems to follow that an infinite number is impossible. It seems that all that 
needs to be proved is that the number of finite numbers cannot be infinite. If numbers 
can be assumed as continually exceeding each other by one, the number of such finite 
numbers cannot be infinite, since in that case the number of numbers is equal to the 
greatest number, which is supposed to be finite. It must be responded that there is no 
such thing as the greatest number. But even if they increase otherwise than by ones, 
nevertheless, provided only that they always increase by finite differences, it is 
necessary that the number of all numbers always has a finite ratio to the last number; 
and furthermore, the last number will always be greater than the number of all 
numbers. Whence it follows that the number of numbers is not infinite.L2 Neither, 
therefore, is the number of unities. Therefore there is no such thing as infinite number, 
that is, it is not <possible>.1. LH IV 3, 9, leaf 8; 1 sheet of folio, 2 pages. Previously 
translated in part by Loemker, L 157-160; and rendered in its entirety in Latin and 
English by Parkinson as DSR 20-33 —to which I refer the reader for the passages not 
included here, as well as for Parkinson's valuable footnotes. The title given this piece by 
the Academy editors is suggested by Leibniz himself in a paragraph I have not 
reproduced here (474-475): “God is not something metaphysical, imaginary, incapable 
of thought, will, or action. . . but rather a kind of substance, a person, a mind. 
Meditations of such a kind could be entitled On the Secrets of the Sublime, or even On 
the Supreme Being (de summa rerum).” 
 
2 The Academie editors note changes of tint and flow which perhaps indicate that this 
piece was not written in one go; they suggest Leibniz entered the date after writing it. 
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many imperfect ones equivalent to it, since the latter, while they occupy place and time, 

prevent the existence of others.L1 

473  From this principle it now follows that there is no vacuum in forms; likewise that 

there is no vacuum in place and time, so far as this is possible. Whence it follows that 

there is no assignable time at which something will not have existed, nor any place 

which is not full, so far as this is possible. It must be seen, therefore, what follows from 

the plenitude of the world. 

 First of all we will prove that besides fluids there necessarily also exist solids. For 

they are more perfect than fluids, since they contain more essence. However, not all 

things can be solids, for then they would impede each other. So there are solids mixed 

in with fluids. The origin of solids does not seem explicable from the motion of fluids 

alone. All solids seem, I might say in passing, to be informed with a mind  

of some kind. It must be seen whether these solids, even if they cannot be separated, are 

at least flexible; it must also be seen whether there are not bodies that are neither solid 

nor fluid, but by their very nature intermediate between the two; this, however, seems a 

little more difficult to explain. 

 Does it seem in accord with reason for there to be atoms? If an atom once subsists, it 

will always subsist. For the liquid matter of the surrounding plenum will immediately 

endeavour to dissipate it, since it disturbs its motion, as can easily be shown. If some 

large body that to some extent resists dissipation moves in a liquid, it will at once form 

a kind of terella, and a vortex.3 

 It seems to follow from a solid in a liquid that a perfectly fluid matter is nothing but 

a multiplicity of infinitely many points, i.e. bodies smaller than any that can be 

assigned,4 or, that there must be such a thing as an interspersed vacuum —a 

                                     
3 See GLOSSARY entry on terrella. 
4 This is a reference to the argument in Descartes's Principles for the actually infinite 
division of matter into indefinitely small parts. See the discussion in the Introduction 
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metaphysical one, which is not contrary to a physical plenum. A metaphysical vacuum 

is an empty place however small, only true and real. A physical plenum is consistent 

with an unassignable metaphysical vacuum. Perhaps it follows from this that matter is 

divided into perfect points, that is, into all parts into which it can be divided.5 Nothing 

absurd follows from this. For it will follow that a perfect fluid is not a continuum, but 

discrete, i.e. is a multiplicity of points. But it does not therefore follow from this that a 

continuum is composed of points, since liquid matter will not be a true continuum, even 

if space is a true continuum; from which it is again clear how great a difference there is 

between space and matter. Matter alone is explicable by a multiplicity without 

continuity. And matter does in fact seem to be a discrete entity; for even if it is assumed 

solid, still, insofar as it is matter, when its cement —motion, for example, or something 

else— ceases to exist, it will be reduced to a state of liquidity, i.e. of divisibility, from 

which it follows that it is  

474 composed of points. This I prove as follows: every perfect liquid is composed of points, 

since it can be dissolved into points, which I prove by the motion of a solid in it. 

Therefore matter is a discrete entity, not a continuous one; it is only contiguous, and is 

united by motion or by a mind of some sort. 

                                                                                                                    
(section 6); see also Appendix 2c, Aiii15 above, and especially the discussion in the 
Pacidius (Aiii78) below. 
5 In this passage one can see many possible influences on Leibniz's thinking about the 
continuum. The idea of a physical plenum as consisting in contiguous parts whose 
joints “cannot be distinguished by any of the senses” is reminiscent of Gassendi (see 
Appendix 2e). The notion of the infinite division of a liquid plenum by the motion of a 
solid in it is due to Descartes, as explained above; but the interpretation of this infinite 
division as a division into “perfect points” echoes Galileo's argument in Two New 
Sciences (see Appendix 2b, EN 71-2), save that Galileo's indivisibles non quante as are 
for Leibniz “unassignable” points. For the latter, see the Theory of Abstract Motion, 
Appendix 1c, and Aiii3 and Aiii5 above. 
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 There seems to be a sort of center of the whole universe,6 and an infinite general 

vortex;7 as well as some kind of most perfect mind, or God. This mind exists as a whole 

soul in the whole body of the world;8 to this mind the existence of things is also due. It 

is the cause of itself. Existence is nothing but that which causes conforming sensations. 

The reason for things is the aggregate of all the requisites of things. The reason for God 

is God. An infinite whole is one.9 In sum, particular minds exist only because the 

supreme being judges it harmonious that there should somewhere be something that 

understands, that is, that there should be a kind of intellectual mirror, or replication of 

the world. To exist is nothing other than to be harmonious; conforming sensations are 

the mark of existence.10   

 If it is true that any part of matter, however small, contains an infinity of creatures, 

i.e. is a world, it follows also that matter is actually divided into an infinity of points. 

But this is true, provided it is possible, for it increases the multiplicity of existents and 

the harmony of things, or admiration of divine wisdom. Hence it follows further that 

any part of matter is commensurable with any other, which again is an admirable effect 

of the harmony of things. It must be seen whether this truly follows. In that connection, 

I should examine the line of reasoning I have used elsewhere, according to which it 

                                     
6 Leibniz had first speculated about the center of the universe in “On Mind the 
Universe, and God” (Aiii57: 465; DSR 8-9), concluding that there must be one “if the 
greatest line that can be drawn from one given point through another is a quantity.” 
7 See Leibniz's remarks on the “universal whirls” (i.e. those carrying the planets), the 
“particular whirls” (i.e. bodies), and the necessity of mind for motion, in “On Primary 
Matter” (Appendix 1d) below. 
8 By the time he wrote “On the Origin of Things from Forms” (latter half of April 
1676?), Leibniz had abandoned this heretical opinion. See also “On the Present World” 
(Aiv301: v418-419 below) for Leibniz's reasons why “God cannot be understood as the 
World Soul.” 
9 This claim that an infinite whole is one contradicts Leibniz's previous proofs that it is 
rather comparable to nothing (cf. Aiii5: 98). As discussed in sections 6 and 7 of the 
Introduction, Leibniz soon repudiates the claim again. Cf. Aiii69: 503-4, Aiv301: v418-9. 
10 This principle that the consistency of sensations is the criterion for existence is 
further explored by Leibniz in a piece dated 15 April, 1686 (Aiii71: 511-512, DSR 62-63). 
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seems to follow that a circle, if it exists, has a ratio to the diameter as one number to 

another.11 It must be seen whether this inference is a good one. It must be seen, on the 

other hand, whether there does not follow in a liquid a subdivision that is now greater, 

now less, in accordance with the various motions of a solid in it; accordingly it must be 

rigorously examined whether there follows a perfect division of a liquid into 

metaphysical points, or only one into mathematical points. For mathematical points 

could be called Cavalierian indivisibles, even if they are not metaphysical points, i.e. 

minima. But if a liquid can be shown to be divided to a greater or lesser degree, it will 

follow that a liquid is not resolved into indivisibles. Yet one could defend the 

composition of a liquid out of perfect points, even if it is never absolutely resolved into 

them, on the grounds that it is capable of all resolutions, and will cease to exist when its 

cement —namely mind and motion— ceases to exist. 

 . . . 

475  The whole labyrinth of the composition of the continuum (see Froidmont's book)12 

must be unravelled as rigorously as possible, and the angle of contact must also be 

treated, for that dispute is of concern not to geometers, but to metaphysicians.13 We 
                                     
11 The line of reasoning Leibniz is alluding to here —that the division of lines into 
actual points seems to entail that the circle, if it exists, has a rational quadrature— is 
investigated by him in detail in the piece “Infinite Numbers” below (Aiii69). See 
Introduction, section 7. 
12 Froidmont's book, Labyrinthus de compositione continui (1631), is a reactionary 
scholastic diatribe against atomism, on the part of Aristotelianism and the Church. 
Insofar as Leibniz, too, saw the wholesale abandonment of Aristotle as a mistake and a 
threat to piety, he would have found common ground with it. Also, of course, he agreed 
with Froidmont’s judgement as to the centrality of the problem of the continuum. 
Beyond these general points of agreement, however, it is hard to see how Leibniz would 
have found much of value in it beyond the figure of the labyrinth itself, given the 
shallowness of its arguments. For an excellent study of Froidmont in relation to Leibniz, 
see Philip Beeley, Kontinuität und Mechanismus (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 1996) ch. 12, 
pp. 285-312. 
13 In his Theory of Abstract Motion (Appendix 1c) and in “On Minimum and 
Maximum...” (Aiii5) Leibniz had defended a construal of infinitesimals as parts smaller 
than any that can be assigned, using the Angle of Contact as a concrete example. See 
GLOSSARY entries on angulus contactus and infinitesimalis. 
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must try and see if it can be demonstrated that there is something infinitely small, yet 

not indivisible. If such a thing exists, there follow some wonderful consequences 

concerning the infinite: namely, if we imagine creatures of another world that is 

infinitely small, we will be infinite in comparison with them. Whence it is clear in turn 

that we could be imagined as being infinitely small in comparison with another world 

that is of infinite magnitude, and yet bounded. Whence it is clear that the infinite is —

as, of course, we commonly take for granted— something other than the unbounded. 

This infinite should more properly be called the Immensum.14 This is a wonder, too: 

that someone who has lived for infinitely many years can have begun to live, and that 

someone who lives for a number of years that is greater than any finite number can at 

some time die. From which it will follow that there is an infinite number.15 Another 

way of establishing that there is necessarily an infinite number is from the fact that a 

liquid is actually divided into parts infinite in number: if this is impossible, it will 

follow that a liquid is impossible.16 Since we see the hypothesis of infinites and the 

infinitely small is splendidly consistent and successful in geometry, this also increases 

the likelihood that they really exist.17 
                                     
14 The notion of the Immensum is further discussed by Leibniz in his metaphysical 
notes of March 18 (Aiii36: 391, DSR 43) and also in those of April (Aiii71, 74; DSR 67, 77, 
79, 81, 85), all given below; so that by the time he made his notes on Spinoza's Letter on 
the Infinite (late April 1676 ?), Leibniz was able to say  “I have always distinguished the 
Immensum from the Unbounded, i.e. that which has no bound.” (Aiii19: 281, below). 
15 This is related to a classical objection to Aristotle's denial of the actual infinite, first 
raised by Philoponus. For Aristotle had also argued that neither time, motion, the 
world, nor the generations of man, had a beginning. Will there not then, Philoponus 
asked, already have been an actual infinity of days at any given time? See Richard 
Sorabji, Time, Creation, and the Continuum: Theories in Antiquity and the Early Middle 
Ages, pp. 214 ff. Leibniz's remark is also evocative of the “Noteworthy Observation on 
Infinity” he made in Aiii63 above, apparently under the stimulus of Spinoza. 
16 This again refers to Descartes's argument in the Principles for the actually infinite 
division of matter, coupled with a construal of a (perfect) liquid as one composed of 
actually infinitely small parts, or “perfect points”. 
17 Leibniz's allusion here is to his success in developing a calculus of infinitesimal sums 
and differences. What is in question is not the soundness of the hypothesis in geometry, 
but whether there could be such things in nature. 
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  . . . 

476  Every mind is of unbounded duration. Every mind is also indissolubly  

477 implanted in some matter; this matter is of a definite magnitude. Every mind has a 

vortex around it. All the mundane globes are perhaps endowed with a mind; nor do 

intelligences seem absurd. Of course it might be objected that they do not have a free 

enough motion, but since they understand their duty, and since they communicate with 

God through the mutual influences of the bodies they sense, they will not assume a 

variety of motion. There are innumerable minds everywhere; there are minds in the 

human ovum even before conception, and they do not perish, even if conception never 

follows. We do not know the wonderful uses for which things are destined by 

providence. 

 ... I consider minds to be destined for unparalleled joys and extraordinary 

happiness, just as there are in the great number of infinite numbers those which yield 

extraordinary theorems. And it would be something for an exceptional inquiry to find 

out whether, out of the whole totality of finite numbers, some one number could be 

defined as the most beautiful of all —unless this is perhaps the number one, which 

represents all powers at once.18 
 

                                     
18  Again, an instance of Galilean influence. Galileo had identified the number one with 
the infinite, on the ground that each is equal to all its powers. See Aiii11 above. 


