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Presenta4on of my interests 

•  PhD	at	Kyoto	University	
•  Thesis:	Leibniz’s	Philosophy	of	ConCnuity	
•  Current:	Philosophy	of	Leibniz,	specially	his	struggle	
with	the	Labyrinth	of	the	ConCnuum,	his	philosophy	of	
mathemaCcs	and	his	theory	of	abstracCon.	

•  In	general:		
•  History	of	Philosophy	and	MathemaCcs	concerning	
the	problem	of	the	conCnuum	

•  	Philosophy	of	AbstracCon	and	Concept	FormaCon	
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Introduc4on 
• My	aim	for	today’s	presentaCon	is	to	consider	
Leibniz’s	doctrine	of	abstracCon,	which	was	
held	in	his	later	years	(1700~1716).	

• By	saying	“Leibniz’s	doctrine	of	abstracCon”,	I	
am	not	intending	that	Leibniz	adopts	a	kind	of	
‘abstracConism’,	since	he	denied	the	
scholasCc/empirist	theory	that	intellectual	
ideas	come	from	our	senses	(NE,	I,	1,	11).		

• What	I	want	to	say	is	that	he	has	an	original	
theory	explaining	mental	abstracCon,	which	is	
different	from	the	theories	of	scholasCcs,	of	
empiricists,	and	of	cartesians	in	his	era.	
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Introduc4on 

• AbstracCon	is	one	of	the	funcCons	of	our	mind	
(sensaCon,	percepCon,	thinking,	consciousness),	
which	extracts	an	essence	from	our	mental	
representaCon	and	forms	a	concept	(species,	kind	
or	idea).	

• By	saying	“The	problem	of	abstracCon”,	I	
understand	the	difficulCes	and	varieCes	to	explain	
the	way	we	obtain	general	ideas	or	concepts.		

•  It	contains	epistemological	and	ontological	aspects,	
which	are	difficult	to	separate.	And	so	it	depends	
on	the	contexts	of	the	philosophers	we	treat.	
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Introduc4on 

• Traditonally,	or	in	17C,	the	problem	of	
abstrac/on	can	be	stated	as:		

«	how	our	objects	of	cogniCon,	which	starts	
from	the	objects	of	our	corporeal	senses,	
becomes	the	objects	of	our	immaterial	
intellect?	»	
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Scholas4c abstrac4on 
potenCally	sensible	objects		
→species	sensibiles	(external	sCmuli)	
→	sensaCon	(sense	percepCon)	in	sensory	organs	
→	sense	representaCon	(phantasmata)	in	sensus	
communis	(common	sense)	or	imaginaCon	(imaginaCo)	
→abstracCon	by	the	intellect	(human	soul)	
→ species	intelligibilis	(intelligible	species)	received	by	
the	mind	
→understanding,	act	of	judgement,	reflecCon	or	
reasoning	in	mind	

6 



•  Leibniz,	criCque	de	la	doctrine	empiriste	de	
l’abstracCon,	notamment	celle	de	Locke	et	celle	de	
Berkley 

•  Leibniz,	criCque	de	la	doctrine	cartésienne	de	
l’abstracCon	(parCculièrement	Arnauld/Nicole	et	
Malebranche) 

•  L’abstracCon	selon	Leibniz	(dans	ses	dernières	
années	1700-1716) 
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1. Empirists’ context 
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George Berkeley (1685-1753) 

A	Trea'se	concerning	the	
Principles	of	Human	Knowledge,	
1710		
	
1)  Immaterialism	
							or	his	famous	slogan		
										“Esse	is	percipi”	
（To	be	is	to	be	perceived） 
1)  A	total	denial	of	abstract	

ideas 
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Abstrac4onism in Scholasi4cs 

•  In	the	early	modern	Europe,	a	scholasCc	definiCon	
of	Pure	MathemaCcs	as	“science	of	abstracCon”	
was	widely	accepted	(cf.	DicConaries:	Goclenius	
1613,	Alsted	1626,	Micraelius	1661)	

•  In	16C,	Jesuits	such	as	Pereira,	Toletus,	Clavius	and	
scholasCc	teachers	at	Coimbra	adopted	this	kind	of	
abstracConism;	MathemaCcians	such	as	Wallis	and	
Barrow	have	also	accepted	this	definiCon.	
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Goclenius,		
Lexicon	Philosophicum	(1613) 
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Defini4on of Pure Mathema4cs in 17C 

•  Goclenius,	in	the	item	"MathemaCcae	Artes.	
Mathemata"	of	Lexicon	Philosophicum	(1613),	defined	
pure	MathemaCcs	as	“maxime	abstractorum”.	

•  Alsted,	in	his	Compendium	Lexici	Philosophici	(1626),		
pure	MathemaCcs	is	regarded	as	ArithmeCc	and	
Geometry	which	treat	abstract	quanCCes.	

• Micraelius,	in	his	Lexicon	Philosophicum	(1661),	said:	
“pure	MathemaCcs,	without	regard	to	any	subject	or	
sensible	mamer,	considers	quan'tates	νοητὰς.”		
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Abstrac4onism of Jesuits in 16C 
•  Benedictus	Pereira	1536-1610:	peripateCc	theory	of	
science.	Adopts	abstracConism	of	mathemaCcs,	and	
regard	mathemaCcs	as	lacking	its	cause.	

•  Franciscus	Toletus	1532-1593:	MathemaCcs	as	“science	
of	quanCCes”.	The	substratum	of	mathemaCcs	is	not	
substance	but	quanCty.	MathemaCcal	objects	are	made	
by	the	“formal	abstracCon”,	a	type	of	abstracCon	by	
reason.	

•  Christoph	Clavius	1537-1612:	also	adopts	
abstracConism,	but	claims	the	certainty	of	mathemaCcs.	
Though	he	places	mathemaCcs	higher	in	terms	of	its	
certainty	and	applicability	than	other	doctrines,	he	
leaves	mathemaCcs	between	metaphysics	and	physics,	
because	of	its	abstractness.	

13 



Scope of Berkley’s cri4cism  
against abstract ideas 

• If	Berkley’s	criCque	against	abstract	ideas	
is	successful,	it	will	not	only	break	the	
scholas/c	theory	of	knowledge	which	
adopts	abstracCon	as	the	tool	for	concept	
formaCon;	but	it	will	also	break	the	
theory	of	mathema/cal	science	which	
adopts	mathemaCcs	as	the	normaCve	
model	of	knowledge	(e.g.	mathesis	
universalis). 
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G. W. Leibniz (1646-1716) 
•  Project	of	universal	science	
based	on	logico-
mathemaCcal	model,	which	
posits	the	nature	of	human	
cogniCve	acCvity	in	its	
symbolic	cogniCon.	

•  InvenCon	of	infinitesimal	
analysis,	etc.	

•  A	natural	philosophy	which	
reconciles	Aristotle’s	
substanCal	form	and	
cartesian	mechanism	
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G. W. Leibniz (1646-1716) 

• Advocates	the	innate	
ideas	of	Descartes.	

• Rejects	cartesian	dualism.	
•  Insists	the	system	of	pre-
established	harmony		and	
monads	as	the	only	true	
substances. 
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Lebniz Marginalen 52 

Leibniz’s	marginal	remarks	in	the	end	of	Berkeley’s		
A	trea'se	concerning	the	Principles	of	Human	Knowledge	

(1710) 17 



Lebniz Marginalen 52 
“There	is	much	here	that	is	correct	and	close	to	
my	own	view.	But	it	is	expressed	paradoxically.	
For	it	is	not	necessary	to	say	that	mamer	is	
nothing,	but	it	is	sufficient	to	say	that	it	is	a	
phenomenon,	like	the	rainbow;	and	that	it	is	not	
a	substance,	but	the	result	of	substances,	and	
that	space	is	no	more	real	than	Cme,	that	is,	that	
space	is	nothing	but	the	order	of	coexistents,	just	
as	Cme	is	the	order	of	things	that	have	existed	
before.	True	substances	are	monads,	that	is	
perceivers.		[conCnues] 
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Lebniz Marginalen 52 

[conCnued]	But	the	author	should	have	gone	
further,	to	the	infinity	of	monads,	consCtuCng	
everything,	and	to	their	pre-established	
harmony.	Badly	or	at	least	in	vain,	he	rejects	
abstract	ideas,	restrict	ideas	to	imagina/ons,	
and	condemns	the	subtle/es	of	aritheme/c	
and	geometry.	The	worst	thing	is	that	he	
rejects	the	division	of	extension	to	infinity,	even	
if	he	might	rightly	reject	infinitesimal	
quanCCes.”(Leibniz	1989,	307) 
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Leibniz reading of  
Principles of Human Knowledge 

• It	is	not	Berkley’s	immaterialism,	but	his	
criCcism	of	abstract	ideas	which	seems	to	
cause	a	serious	problem	for	Leibniz. 

• As	Jesseph(1993)	remarks,	Leibniz’s	
interest	is	focused	on	the	problem	of	
Berkley’s	philosophy	of	mathemaCcs.	

• Robinet(1983):	“Il	n’y	a	pas	lieu	de	
s’étonner	si	l’on	remarque	que	la	moiCé	
des	marginalia	portes	sur	les	§119-124.”	
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•  First,	we	analyse	Berkley’s	criCcism	of	the	doctrine	
of	abstract	ideas.	

•  Then	we	will	try	to	find	Leibniz’s	possible	response	
to	it.	

•  For	this	purpose,	we	use	his	Nouveaux	essais	
(1704),		in	which	he	criCcized	Locke’s	refutaCon	of	
Cartesian	doctrine	of	innate	ideas.	
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Berkeley against the doctrine of 
abstract ideas 
• Berkley’s	criCcism	of	abstract	ideas,	which	
consCtutes	the	basis	of	his	system	of	philosophy,	is	
wrimen	in	the	“IntroducCon”	of		PHK.	

•  In	fact,	he	rejects	infinite	divisibility	of	body	and	
the	idea	of	infinitesimals	by	his	argument	about	the	
criCcism	of	abstract	ideas.		

•  Then	the	quesCon	is:	how	he	could	derive	the	
negaCon	of	abstract	ideas	in	general? 
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Berkeley against the doctrine of 
abstract ideas 
•  Berkeley	defines	the	doctrine	of	abstract	ideas	as	the	
opinion	that	“the	mind	has	a	power	of	framing	
abstract	ideas	or	no/ons	of	things”.	

•  ScholasCc	philosophy,	especially	its	logic	and	
metaphysics,	suppose	this	doctrine.		

•  Berkeley:	Abstract	ideas	stem	from	an	abuse	of	
language.	

•  Locke’s	theory	of	generalizaCon	by	abstracCon	is	
nothing	but	an	error.	 

•  Berkeley	regards	the	doctrine	of	abstract	ideas	as	the	
reason	of	error. 
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The forma4on of abstract ideas 

• Mind	makes	abstract	ideas	in	the	mind	by	
extracCng	a	single	property	from	the	mixed	
properCes	in	the	things. 

abstracCon 

ParCcular	to	Species 
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The forma4on of abstract ideas 

• Apart	from	the	abstracCon	of	species	which	
extracts	single	properCes	from	parCculars,	there	is	
the	abstracCon	of	kinds.	

 

　color	
(circle,	etc.) 

abstracCon 

Species	to	Genus 
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John Locke on abstract ideas 

Locke	admits	the	formaCon	of	abstract	and	general	
ideas	by	abstracCon:		

	
“Words	become	general,	by	being	made	the	signs	
of	general	Ideas:	and	Ideas	become	general,	by	
separaCng	from	them	the	circumstance	of	Time,	
and	Place,	ad	any	other	Ideas,	that	may	determine	
them	to	this	or	that	parCcular	Existence.	By	this	
way	of	abstracCon	they	are	made	capable	of	
represenCng	more	Individuals	than	one;	each	of	
which,	having	in	it	a	conformity	to	that	abstract	
Idea,	is	(as	we	call	it)	of	that	sort.”(E,	3.3.6) 
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John Locke on abstract ideas 
AbstracCon	is	for	Locke	a	“mental	
separ/on”:	that	is	a	separaCon	in	
mind	which	cannot	be	separated	
in	real.		
Although,	this	view	is	criCcized	by	
Berkeley	and	Hume.		

“If	a	and	b	are	inseparable	in	
real,	the	idea	of	a	is	inseparable	
from	the	idea	of	b.”	（Baxter,	
1997) 
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Universality of triangle (Locke) 

•  The	idea	of	triangle	is	triangle. 
•  The	abstract	idea	of	triangle	is	a	triangle,	from	
which	has	been	removed	a	parCcular	property,	and	
at	the	same	Cme	which	holds	a	general	property;	
that	is	a	general	triangle.	
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Locke’s doctrine of abstract ideas 
•  Locke	replaces	scholasCc	species	to	ideas,	and	
constructs	a	theory	of	representaCon	based	on	the	
model	of	things,	ideas	and	signs.	

•  	It	is	a	theory	of	meaning,	that	represents	the	idea	
which	corresponds	to	the	thing	(or	the	property	of	the	
thing)	by	its	name.	
“To	conclude,	this	whole	mystery	of	Genera	and	Species,	which	
make	such	a	noise	in	the	Schools,	and	are,	with	JusCce,	so	limle	
regarded	out	of	them,	is	nothing	else	but	abstract	Ideas,	more	
or	less	comprehensive,	with	names	annexed	to	them.”(E.	3.3.9)	

•  Thus	he	follows	the	line	of	ScholasiCc	AbstracConism:	
“There	is	nothing	in	the	intellect	that	was	not	first	in	
the	senses.” 
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Hume’s evalua4on 

Berkeley‘s	amack	on	
abstract	ideas	is	

	“one	of	the	greatest	and	
most	valuable	discoveries	
that	has	been	made	of	late	
years	in	the	republic	of	
lemers”	
A	Trea'se	on	Human	Nature	

1739	(I,	i,	7)	
	

David	Hume 30 



Berkley’s idea of ideas and its 
representa4ve func4on 

•  For	Berkeley,	idea	is	nothing	but	a	parCcular	and	
concrete	percepCon.	

• He	also	rejects	abstract	general	ideas	in	
mathemaCcs.	(For	detail,	see	Jesseph	1993).	
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Unversality of triangle (Berkeley) 

×　abstract	general	idea		
					of	triangle 

○　represents	other	single		
					parCcular	triangles	
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Berkeley’s doctrine of  
representa4ve generaliza4on 
The	theory	of	representaCve	generalizaCon	
•  “an	idea,	which	considered	in	itself	is	par/cular,	
becomes	general	by	being	made	to	represent	or	
stand	for	all	other	par/culars	of	the	same	
sort.”	(Intro.,	§12;	cf.	Jesseph,	1993,	p.	33)。	

•  This	is	a	natural	consequence	of	his	thought	of	
“esse	is	percipi”;	and	it	is	his	methodology	too.		

•  Though	it	is	based	on	a	background	assumpCon	that	one	
can	classify	ideas	into	its	equivalent	classes.	So	there	is	
an	assumpCon	on	“similarity”	of	ideas.	

•  This	representaCon	is	“convenConal”,	said	Berkeley.	
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Berkeley’s doctrine of  
representa4ve generaliza4on 
• We	need	not	refer	to	any	abstract	idea	as	the	
referent	of	a	general	name.	

•  Locke:	“words	become	genaral	by	being	made	the	signs	
of	general	ideas” 

•  Berkeley:	a	word	becomes	general	by	being	made	the	
sign,	“not	of	an	abstract	general	idea,	but	of	several	
par/cular	ideas,	any	one	of	which	it	indifferently	
suggests	to	the	mind.”	(Intro.	§11)	
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Berkeley’s doctrine of  
representa4ve generaliza4on 
•  Thus,	if	we	take	his	theory	of	representaCve	
generalizaCon	seriously,	we	will	not	need	abstract	
ideas	anymore.		

• MathemaCcal	knowledge	becomes	general	without	
being	abstract.	

• Berkeley:	“All	knowledge	and	demonstraCon	are	
about	universal	no/ons”.		

• We	make	it	universal	which	is	in	nature	something	
parCcular	by	the	representaCve	generalizaCon	(cf.	
Intro.	§15). 
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Does Berkeley’s theory of knowledge make a 
successful exclusion of all abstrac4on? 

•  He	does	not	seem	to	succeed	in	building	a	philosophy	
or	a	science	which	excludes	all	abstracCon.	

•  Berkeley	had	to	admit	“no/on”	which	has	no	perceptual	
correspondent	and	its	existence	is	only	suggested	by	an	act	of	
mind.	E.g.	Idea	of	“relaCon”,	“truth”	or	“other	mind”	or	“our	
mind”	itself.		

•  Even	though	we	can	represent	geometrical	objects	by	
parCcular	concrete	figures,	abstracness	or	generality	of	
mathemaCcal	inferences	and	rules	cannot	be	excluded	by	
representaCve	generalizaCon.	（Jesseph,	1993）。	

•  In	represantaCve	generalizaCon,	extracCon	of	similarity	
which	happens	when	we	classify	ideas	into	equivalent	
classes,	seems	to	presuppose	already	a	kind	of	abstracCon.	
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“Abstrac4on” at the classic age 

•  Locke:	abstracCon	is	a	process	of	concept	
formaCon	which	passively	accepts	simple	ideas	
from	sensaCon,	and	acCvely	derives	absolutely	new	
(complex)	ideas	to	human	understanding.	

• Berkeley:	abstracCon	is	caused	by	an	abuse	of	
language.	It	is	nothing	but	a	funcCon	of	
representaCon,	which	represent	a	sensible	object	
as	“idea”	by	its	name.	What	is	indicated	there	in	
real	is	nothing	but	a	sign	or	a	parCcular-single-
concrete	percepCon.	
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“Abstrac4on” at the classic age 

• Cartesians:	abstracCon	is	a	method	through	which	
the	human	intellect	could	obtain	clear	and	disCnct	
innate	ideas,	such	as	“extension”.	In	this	context,	
scholasCc	abstracCon	will	be	replaced	by	the	
method	of	analysis	and	intuiCon.	
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Leibniz theory of Abstrac4on 
(a sketch) 

• Berkeley:	rejects	the	existence	of	a	mental	power	
like	“pure	intellect”.	Senses	and	imaginaCon	are	
the	only	sources	of	the	objects	of	mathemaCcs.	

•  Leibniz:	assumes	a	strong	funcCon	to	our	intellect	
or	understanding,	which	can	expand	our	
knowledge. 
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Leibniz theory of Abstrac4on 
(a sketch) 

•  Leibniz	thinks	that	only	his	system	of	“pre-established	
harmony”,	which	regards	the	soul	(or	the	simple	
substance	or	true	monad)	as	“a	representaCve	
principle”,	which	represents	the	universe	according	to	
its	point	of	view,	could	solve	this	problem.	(5th	Lemer	to	
Clarke,	§83-84;§91).	

•  He	defends	the	abstracCon	by	the	mind,	which	has	its	
real	foundaCon	in	the	order	of	things.		
The	fact	that	we	need	senses	and	signs	in	forming	our	
thoughts,	and	that	we	can't	have	percepCons	that	does	
not	involve	any	abstracCon,	is	a	manifestaCon	of	the	
pre-established	mind-world	expression. 
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Leibniz theory of Abstrac4on 
(a sketch) 

•  Leibniz’s	theory	of	expression	and	his	system	of	
pre-established	harmony	can	be	regarded	as	a	new	
way	to	explain	‘abstracCon’	in	Leibniz’s	sense.		

• By	his	theory	of	abstracCon,	ideas	of	extension	and	
of	(actual)	space	have	its	real	and	actual	base	in	
substances.		

• And	his	theory	of	innate	ideas	would	ensure	the	
status	of	the	idea	of	space	as	a	(onto-	)logical	
condiCon	of	possibility. 
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2. Cartesians’ context 
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Descartes 

•  !7th	Century	can	be	regarded	as	a	turn	
													“from	Species	to	Ideas”	(Leen	Spruit,	1995)	
• Against	the	scholasCc	doctrine	that	“there	is	
nothing	in	the	intellect	that	was	not	first	in	the	
senses”,		Descartes	insists	that	there	are	universal	
ideas	in	the	intellect,		which	would	be	the	
founda/on	of	eternal	truths.	
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example of stone 

• Descartes:	A	stone	─  which	is	nothing	but	a	body	
─	does	not	bring	anything	into	the	immaterial	soul.	

• Aristotle:	Not	the	stone	itself,	but	its	essence	or	
form	(eidos)	will	be	presented	to	the	soul. 
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From concepts to ideas 

• Descartes	has	shized	the	scholasCc	doctrine	of	
“concepts”	which	is	based	on	the	abstracCon	from	
sensible	things,	to	the	doctrine	of	“ideas”	which	is	
based	on	the	intuiCon	of	innate	ideas	by	the	pure	
intellect	(cf.	Murakami,	2012).	

• Mind-body	problem	(serious)	
• Descartes	or	cartesians	gave	another	type	of	
explicaCon	to	the	problem	of	abstracCon. 
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La Logique ou l’art de penser, 1662 

Antoine	Arnauld		Pierre	Nicole	
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La Logique ou l’art de penser 
•  Descartes	as	the	true	philosophical	father	of	Port-Royal	
Logic.	

•  They	adopt	Descartes’	theory	of	knowledge	and	
metaphysics	of	dualism,	mechanisCc	physics.	

•  CriCcisms	of	Aristotle	and	ScholasCcs,	borrowed	from	
Descartes.	Amacked	empirists,	parCculary	Hobbes	and	
Gassendi.	Agaist	the	skepCcism,	parCcularly	
Pyrrhonism,	as	revived	by	Montaigne.	

•  RaConalism.	They	denied	that	our	senses	play	any	
significant	role	in	producing	certain	knowledge,	and	
based	the	true	knowledge	not	in	sense	percepCon	but	
only	in	pure	intellect.	
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La Logique ou l’art de penser 
•  «	Clear	and	DisCnct	»	percepCons:	The	indubitable	
knowledge	based	on	self-evident	proposiCons	intuited	
by	the	understanding.	

•  Cogito	as	the	primary	example	of	knowledge	by	
intellectual	intuiCon.		

•  They	linked	Descartes’	cogito	to	AugusCne’s	thought.		
•  They	regard	mathema/cs,	and	in	par/cular	geometry,	
as	the	paradigm	of	knowledge;	by	the	simplicity	of	its	
concepts	and	the	rigor	of	its	demonstraCons.	

•  The	theory	of	abstrac/on,	which	is	presented	in	Port-
Royal	Logic,	is	intended	to	secure	the	realm	of	
mathema/cs,	such	as	mathemaCcal	demonstraCons	
and	mathemaCcal	abstracts.	
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The origin of our ideas 

•  They	reject	the	ScholasCc	thesis:	Nihil	est	in	
intellectu	quod	non	prius	fierit	in	sensu.		

•  They	also	reject	Gassendi’s	thesis:	Omnis	idea	
orsum	ducit	à	sensibus.		

•  “the	ideas	of	being	and	thought	in	no	way	originate	
in	the	senses”	(I,	ch.	1)		

• Nor	the	idea	of	God.	
•  It	is	thus	false	that	all	our	ideas	originate	in	the	
senses.	
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Classifica4on of cogni4ve ability 

•  For	A&N,	conceiving	is	the	first	acCon	of	the	mind.	
Imagining	is	different	from	conceiving.	For	ex.,	I	
cannot	imagine	the	figure	of	thousand	angles,	but	
can	conceive	it.	

•  To	obtain	the	knowledge	by	means	of	ideas,	NOT	
the	sensaCons	BUT	the	reflec/ons	are	the	most	
important.	

• Abstrac/on	is	considered	as	one	of	the	way	of	
reflecCon.		

•  Essence	of	the	substance	is	divided	by	the	mind	
into:	subject	and	mode.	
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Abstrac4on of substance 

•  Ex.	God	is	an	infinite	being	
•  Subject:				being								human	being	
• Amribute:	infinity						humanity	
• A	human	being	is	a	modified	thing,	habns	
humanitatem.	

•  The	essenCal	amribute,	which	is	the	thing	itself,	
taken	for	a	mode:	humanity,	corporeality,	and	
reason.	

•  This	they	called	an	“abstrac/on	of	
substance”	(abstrait	des	substances).	

51 



La Logique ou l’art de penser 
(5e éd. 1683) 

Et	au	contraire,	lorsque	j’ai	consideré	tout	ce	qui	
convient	à	une	substance	étendue	qu’on	appelle	corps,	
comme	l’extension,	la	figure,	la	mobilité,	la	divisibilité	;	&	
que	d’autre	part	je	considere	tout	ce	qui	convient	à	
l’esprit	&	à	la	substance	qui	pense,	comme	de	penser,	de	
douter,	de	se	souvenir,	de	vouloir,	de	raisonner	;	je	puis	
nier	de	la	substance	étendue	tout	ce	que	je	conçois	de	la	
substance	qui	pense,	sans	cesser	pour	cela	de	concevoir	
très	disCnctement	la	substance	étendue,	&	tous	les	
autres	amributs	qui	y	sont	joints	;	&	je	puis	
reciproquement	nier	de	la	substance	qui	pense	tout	ce	
que	j’ai	conçû	de	la	substance	étendue,	sans	cesser	pour	
cela	de	concevoir	très-disCnctement	tout	ce	que	je	
conçois	dans	la	substance	qui	pense.	(Ière	parCe,	ch.	2) 
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abstrac4on of the mind 

•  “It	is	not	impossible	to	conceive	the	mode	without	
paying	disCnct	and	explicit	amenCon	to	its	subject.	
But…the	relaCon	to	the	substance	is	included	at	
least	confusedly	in	the	idea	of	the	mode.”	(I,	ch.	2)	

•  They	insist	that	it	is	possible	to	consider	a	mode	
without	reflecCng	disCnctly	on	the	substance	of	
which	it	is	a	mode.	(I,	ch.	5)	

			This	they	call:		
						abstrac(on	of	the	mind	(abstrac(on	d’esprit).	
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knowing by abstrac4on 

•  “Because	of	its	small	scope,	the	mind	cannnot	
perfectly	understand	things	that	are	even	slightly	
composite	unless	it	considers	them	a	part	at	a	Cme,	
as	if	by	the	different	faces	they	can	assume.	”	

•  They	call	this	parCal	or	imperfect	recogniCon	which	
is	a	nature	of	the	mind,	“knowing	by	abstrac/on”. 
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knowing by abstrac4on 

They	give	three	degrees	of	“knowing	by	abstrac/on”:	
1.	[par/al	recogni/on:]	“to	consider	the	parts	separately	
rather	than	the	whole	that	without	it	we	would	have	
almost	no	disCnct	knowledge.”	
2.	[geometrical	abstrac/on:]	“when	we	consider	a	mode	
without	paying	amenCon	to	its	substance,	or	two	modes	
which	are	joined	together	in	the	same	substance,	taking	
each	one	separately.	”	
3.	[Abstrac/on	by	reason	or	generaliza/on:]	“when,	in	
the	case	of	a	single	thing	having	different	amributes,	we	
think	of	one	amribute	without	the	other	even	though	they	
differ	only	by	a	disCncCon	of	reason.	”	
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“Abstrac4on” in Port-Royal Logic 

• Arnauld	and	Nicole	agree	the	formaCon	of	general	
ideas	through	these	sorts	of	abstracCons.		

•  They	also	allow	the	representability	of	the	concrete	
things	by	general	ideas.	
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Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715) 
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Malebranche and Leibniz 

• Malebranche,	Entre'en	sur	la	Métaphysique,	sur	la	
religion	et	sur	la	Mort,	5e	éd.,	1711.	(Leibniz	
recieved	in	1712)	

•  Leibniz,	l'Entre'en	de	Philarète	et	d'Ariste,	suite	de	
premier	entre'en	d’Ariste	et	de	Théodore,	
1712-1714.6	?	(Robinet)	

• Philarète:	represents	Leibniz	
• Ariste:	explains	the	ideas	of	Théodore	
•  Théodore:	represents	Malebranche 
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Malebranche and Leibniz 

•  «	[Ariste	:]	...	Il	[Théodore]	a	entrepris	premierement	
de	me	faire	voir	que	ce	Moy	qui	pense	n’est	point	un	
corps,	parce	que	les	pensées	ne	sont	point	des	
manieres	d’estre	de	l’etendue,	dans	laquelle	consiste	
l’essence	du	corps.	Je	luy	demanday	de	me	prouver	
que	mon	corps	n’est	que	de	l’étendue	:	il	me	sembloit	
qu’il	le	prouvoit,	quand	je	l’ecoutois,	mais	je	ne	say	
comment	ceme	preuve	m’est	echappée.	Je	m’y	remets	
pourtant	peu	à	peu.	Il	suffit	(me	dit	il),	d’avoir	de	
l’étendue	pour	former	le	corps.	Il	adjouta	encor,	que	si	
Dieu	detruisoit	l’étendue,	le	corps	seroit	détruit.	»	GP	
VI,	580;	R.	441 
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Malebranche and Leibniz 
Malebranche	(Ariste,	Théodore):		
•  Extension	is	the	essence	or	the	nature	of		body.	That	is,	
extension	would	suffice	to	form	body.		

•  Extension	is	a	substance.	

Leibniz	(Philarète):		
•  Extension	is	not	the	only	essence	of	the	body.	We	also	
need	other	essences,	such	as	anCtypy	(impenetrability	
or	resistance).	

•  Extension	is	not	a	substance,	but	an	abstrac/on	from	a	
substance. 
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Malebranche’s 1st definiton of 
Substance 
“All	that	can	be	conceived	by	itself	and	without	the	
thought	of	anything	else,	all,	I	say,	that	can	be	
conceived	by	itlself	as	exisCng	independently	of	
every	other	thing,	and	without	the	idea	which	we	
have	of	it	represenCng	any	other	thing,	is	assuredly	a	
Being	or	a	Substance.	”	
“All	that	cannot	be	conceived	by	itself	and	without	
the	thought	of	anything	else	is	a	mode	of	Being	or	a	
modifica/on	of	Substance.	” 
 

61 



Malebranche’s proof of Extension 
as Substance 
• We	can	think	of	Extension	without	thinking	of	any	
other	thing.	

• We	can	become	aware	of	Extension	by	itself.		
•  Extension,	therefore,	is	a	substance	and	not	a	
mode	of	substance.	(1st	Dialogue,	73) 
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Leibniz’s refuta4on 

• Malebranche’s	definiCon	of	substance	is	too	loose.	

• We	can	think	about	Extension,	independently	of	
other	noCons	or	of	its	subjects,	since	it	is	obtained	
by	abstracCon.	

•  “For	exemple,	acCve	force,	life,	the	anCtypy[	i.e.	
impenetrability]	are	something	essenCal	and	at	the	
same	Cme	primiCve,	and	one	can	conceive	of	them	
independently	of	other	noCons,	and	even	of	their	
substrata,	by	means	of	abstracCons	(par	le	moyen	
des	abstrac/ons)	.	”	GP	VI,	582	
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Leibniz’s refuta4on 

• Abstract	concepts	such	as	Extension	are	not	
substances	but	the	aVributes	of	the	substrata	to	
which	they	belong.	→ontological	dependence	

• Conceivability	of	the	substrata	depends	on	its	
amributes.	→epistemological	dependence	

							Body	—[abstract]→	Extension	
←[conceive]—	

Leibniz:	So	“independently	conceivable”	does	not	
give	a	sufficient	condiCon	of	substance.		
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Malebranche’s 2nd defini4on of 
Substance 
• DefiniCon	in	terms	of	concreteness:	“Substance	is	a	
concrete	being,	independent	of	every	other	
created	concrete	being.”	

	
•  Leibniz:	This	is	a	circular	definiCon.	
•  Extension	is	not	a	concrete	being.	
•  “I	deny	that	Extension	is	a	concrete	being,	for	it	is	
an	abstracCon	from	an	extended	thing.”	
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Malebranche on Extension 

• Malebrance:	extension=space=body	

•  TradiConal	disCncCon	of	abstract/concrete	
vanishes	in	Malebranche’s	idea	of	intelligible	
extension.	
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Leibniz’s refuta4on 

•  Leibniz:	“Extension	is	nothing	but	an	abstrac/on	
and	demands	something	which	is	extended.	”	584	

•  For	Leibniz,	Extension	should	have	to	be	an	
extension	of	something	extended,	which	is	the	
subject	of	it.	Thus	extension	is	not	an	absolute	
concept,	but	a	rela/ve	concept	which	depends	its	
ontological	foundaCon	on	its	subject.		

•  Leibniz	maintains	the	disCncCon	of	abstract/
concrete,	which	is	based	on	the	disCncCon	of	
aVribute/substance.	
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Leibniz’s defini4on of Extension 

•  For	Leibniz,	Extension	is	not	the	most	fundamental	
nature	of	body,	since	it	presupposes	some	amribute	
which	has	diffusions	and	con/nua/ons.	

•  This	amribute	is	“situaCon”	or	“locality”.	
• Diffusion	of	place	(Lieu)	forms	the	Space.		
•  Thus	extension,	which	is	the	amribute	of	Space,	is	
the	diffusion	of	place.	585	

• A	kind	of	dynamic	definiCon	of	extension. 
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Leibniz’s defini4on of Extension 

•  There	is	no	vacuum.	
•  There	is	no	substance	which	can	be	called	space.		
•  Thus	Leibniz	denies	Newton’s	idea	of	absolute	
space.	
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Leibniz’s defini4on of Extension 

• Diffusion	or	conCnuaCon	are	the	nature	of	body	
which	are	(onto-)logically	prior	to	extension.	(Cf.	
Leibniz	-	De	Volder	Correspondence)	

•  For	Leibniz,	even	the	body	cannot	be	a	substance,	
since	it	is	acted	upon	their	surroundings	and	it	
depends	on	other	bodies	which	consCtutes	its	
parts.		

•  Thus	he	concludes	that	there	exist	only	Monads	
which	are	simple	and	indivisible	substances.	585f.		
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Leibniz against scholas4c 
abstrac4onism 

•  Soul	itself	and	its	states	does	not	come	from	the	
senses.	

	
•  “Nihil	est	in	intellectu,	quod	non	fuerit	in	sensu,	
excipe	:	nisi	ipse	intellectus.	”(There	is	nothing	in	
the	intellect	that	was	not	first	in	the	senses,	except	
the	intellect	itself.) 
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Leibniz against scholas4c 
abstrac4onism 

“I	don’t	assent	to	the	vulgar	noCons,	that	the	
images	of	things	are	conveyed	by	the	organs	(of	
sense)	to	the	soul.	For,	it	is	not	conceivable	by	what	
passage,	or	by	what	means	of	conveyance,	these	
images	can	be	carried	from	the	organ	to	the	soul.	
[…]	It	cannot	be	explained,	how	immaterial	
substance	is	affected	by	mamer:	and	to	maintain	an	
unintelligible	noCon	thereupon,	is	having	recourse	
to	the	scholasCc	chimerical	noCon	of	I	know	not	
what	inexplicable		species	inten'onales,	passing	
from	the	organs	to	the	soul.”	(5th	Lemer	to	
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Leibniz’s doctrine of innate ideas 

Soul	originally	has	innate	ideas	and	principles	in	it,	and	it	
recalls	them	in	occasion.	
　	
•  “the	whole	of	arithmeCc	and	of	geometry	should	be	
regarded	as	innate,	and	contained	in	us	in	an	implicit	
way…”	(NE	I,	1,	5)	

•  “The	truths	about	numbers	are	in	us	…”	(NE	I,	1,	23)	
•  Innate	ideas	are	“the	characters	which	…	nature	has	
engraved	them	in	our	soul.”	The	idea	of	God	is	also	
innate.	(NE,	I,	2,	12) 
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Leibniz’s doctrine of innate ideas 

•  Examples	of	ideas	which	are	innate	to	our	intellect:		
Being,	Unity,	Substance,	DuraCon,	Change,	AcCon,	
PercepCon,	Pleasure,	etc.	

•  These	ideas	cannot	be	understood	by	only	senses,	
since	they	“are	innate	in	us	as	inclinaCons,	
disposiCons,	tendencies,	or	natural	potenCaliCes,	
and	not	as	actualiCes”.	(NE,	Preface)	
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Indispensability of our 
dependence on sensible symbols 

• We	human	beings	cannot	have	an	absolutely	
universal	abstracCon	which	is	not	intermedated	by	
any	sensaCon.	
“For	it	is	an	admirable	arrangement	on	the	part	of	nature	
that	we	cannot	have	abstract	thoughts	which	have	no	
need	of	something	sensible”	(NE,	I,	5)	

•  “something	sensible”	includes	“symbols	such	as	the	
shapes	of	lemers,	or	sounds”. 

•  	Our	dependence	on	the	symbols	does	not	prevent	
from	invesCgaCng	the	truths.(A	VI-6,	78) 
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The request of sensible 
impression 

1)  Every	abstract	thought	needs	a	sensible	
impression. 

2)  AbstracCon	is	“in	nature”	like	this. 
3)  The	request	of	sensible	traces	is	the	condiCon	of	

pre-established	harmony	between	body	and	soul	
(“monadic	embodiment”). 
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The roles of senses 

•  The	senses	are	inadequate	to	show	the	necessity	of	
truths.	

•  For	Leibniz,	the	original	source	of	necessary	truths	
are	only	in	our	mind.	 

•  “Though	the	senses	are	necessary	to	give	the	mind	
the	opportunity	and	the	aVen/on	for	this,	and	to	
direct	it	towards	certain	necessary	truths	rather	
than	others.”(A	VI	vi	80) 
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Denial of the abstrac4onism of 
Mathema4cal ideas and truths 

•  “Intellectual	ideas,	from	which	necessary	truth	
arise,	do	not	come	from	the	senses”(NE	I,	i,	11;	A	VI	
vi,	81)		

• An	idea	of	perfect	circle	cannot	be	obtained	by	
abstrac/on	from	the	figures	of	imperfect	circle,	
since	“the	ideas	that	come	from	the	senses	are	
confused”(ibid.).	UlCmately,	it	is	by	the	aVen/on	
of	mind	that	we	get	the	innate	idea	in	the	intellect.	

•  The	formaCon	of	abstract	ideas	and	the	acquisiCon	
of	innate	ideas	are	different	issues	for	Leibniz.	That	
is,	there	are	no	causa/on	between	them.	
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Concrete / Abstract 
•  In	the	context	he	disCnguishes	Space	from	Body,	but	do	not	
admit	there	are	two	different	extensions,	one	abstract	(for	
space)	and	the	other	concrete	(for	body),	he	says:	
“the	concrete	one	is	as	it	is	only	by	virtue	of	the	abstract	
one	(le	concrete	n’étant	tel	que	par	l’abstrait).”(NE	II,	iv,	
5)	

•  To	understand	Leibniz	theory	of	abstracCon,	this	claim	is	
very	important	for	our	purpose,	since	here	he	admits	
explicitly	a	certain	relaCon	between	the	concretes	and	the	
abstracts.	 

•  By	saying	this,	what	Leibniz	wanted	to	say?à	ra(o	essendi	
•  Bodies	cannot	move	to	other	places,	before	there	are	
possibiliCes	to	change	their	places.	



Concrete / Abstract 

• Abstract	things	depends	its	reality	on	concrete	
things,	while	concrete	things	demand	its	possibility	
to	abstract	things.		

•  This	reciprocal	indispensability	between	concrete	
and	abstract	is	the	system	called	`pre-established	
harmony’,	which	is	intended	to	establish	the	
representaCve	relaCon	between	our	mind	and	the	
world	by	the	theory	of	expression.	 



Cassirer on Leibniz’s theory of 
abstrac4on 
• Cassirer	said	that	there	is	no	problem	of	concept	
formaCon	in	Leibniz.	

•  Since,	in	his	system	of	pre-established	harmony,	
the	problem	of	abstracCon:	«	how	our	cogniCon,	
which	starts	from	the	object	of	corporeal	senses,	
becomes	the	object	of	our	immaterial	intellect	»,	
does	not	exists	as	a	problem.	

• Rather,	I	think	it	was	so	much	a	problem	for	
Leibniz,		so	he	created	this	kind	of	soluCon	
(resoluCon).	
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“abstrac4on” in Leibniz 

• He	does	not	completely	accept	the	scholasCc	
theory	of	abstracCon.	

• Apart	from	species	which	are	obtained	by	
abstracCon	of	sensaCons,	he	allows	innate	ideas	
which	is	in	the	intellect.	

•  Ideas	and	principles		which	are	innate	in	the	
intellect	do	not	depend	on	(or	cannot	be	formed	
by)	abstracCon	from	sensaCons.	

• Abstracted	enCCes	are	incomplete,	whereas	the	
Individuals	are	complete.	
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“abstrac4on” in Leibniz 
Leibniz	uses	the	term	“abstracCon”	in	several	senses.	
1.  “nothing	could	make	them[ficCons]	acceptable,	short	of	their	

being	confined	to	abstrac/ons	of	the	mind,	with	a	formal	
declaraCon	that	the	mind	is	not	denying	what	it	set	aside	as	
irrelevant	to	some	present	concern.	…	This	is	what	
mathemaCcians	are	doing	…”	(NE	Intro.;	A	VI	vi	57)	
“abstracCons	of	the	mind”	frames	insensible	but	useful	
ficCons	such	as	mathemaCcal	objects	(including	imaginary	
numbers	and	infinitesimals).		
“Whereas	abstracCon	is	not	an	error	as	long	as	one	knows	
that	what	one	is	pretendeing	not	to	noCce,	is	there”(ibid.)	

•  «	abstracCon	d’esprit	»	:	La	Logique	ou	l’art	de	penser,	I.	V.	
•  This	“abstracCons	of	the	mind”	is	similar	to	Aritotle’s	noCon	

of	abstracCon:	“selecCve	amenCon”	(cf.	Bäck,	2014).	
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“abstrac4on” in Leibniz 

2.  So	abstracCon	is	an	error	as	long	as	one	take	no	
noCce	to	what	is	there.	This	“neglect”	leads	a	
ficCon	which	is	against	to	the	nature	of	things,	
such	as	contradictory	or	impossible,	fancy	
noCons.	

3.  “The	force	of	aVen/on”	can	also	be	regarded	as	
a	kind	of	abstracCon（NE,	Preface）	
•  This	should	be	the	Leibnizian	noCon	of	abstracCon,	
which	would	be	an	alternaCve	to	the	scholasCc	
abstracCon.	It	can	find	innate	ideas	and	principles	by	the	
given	senses	as	a	opportunity.	
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“abstrac4on” in Leibniz 

4.  Thus,		“reflecCon”	would	also	be	a	kind	of	
abstracCon,	for	he	says:	“reflecCon	is	nothing	but	
amenCon	to	what	is	within	us”(NE,	preface;	A	VI	
vi,	51).	

5.  “Analysis”	of	the	proposiCon	“S	is	P”,	analysis	of	
predicate	noCon	from	its	subject	noCon,	is	also	a	
type	of	abstracCon.	So	Leibniz’s	abstracCon	is	
intensional.	As	Grosholz	say,	‘Analysis	is	what	we	
use	to	discover	what	is	primiCve,	or	fundamental,	
or	“simple”	in	the	invesCgaCon	of		a	complex	
thing’	(Grosholz,	2013).		
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“abstrac4on” in Leibniz 
•  To	summarize,	Leibniz	does	not	reject	abstract	ideas,	
but	rejects	the	formaCon	of	innate	ideas	by	the	mental	
process	called	abstracCon.	

• We	need	not	only	“the	way	by	abstracCon”	which	
starts	from	senses,	but	also	“the	way	by	innate	ideas”	
which	are	in	the	intellect.	

•  He	does	not	think	that	abstract	objects	exsist	by	its	
own.	He	admits	only	“abstracCon	of	the	mind”,	which	
has	its	foundaCon	in	thing	(fundamentum	in	re).	Ideas	
must	have	its	final	base	in	God’s	mind	(in	mente	Dei)	
(Mugnai,	1990).	

•  His	theory	of	abstracCon	is	based	on	his	system	of	pre-
established	harmony	between	mind	and	body. 
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Conclusion 

1.  Leibniz	uses	Cartesian	doctrine	of	innate	ideas	to	
criCcize	empiricists’	doctrines	of	abstracCon.	

2.  Whereas	Leibniz	adopts	scholasCc	abstracConism	
that	requests	the	substratum	of	abstracs	when	
he	criCcize	Cartesians’	doctrines	of	abstracCon.	

Nevertheless	his	doctrine	of	abstracCon	is	
consistent.	It	is	because,	for	Leibniz,	abstracCon	of	
ideas	should	be	based	on	its	subject,	on	the	
substance	or	the	monads,	ulCmatelly	in	the	mind	of	
God.	
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