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Pauline Phemister has undertaken a formidable challenge. In her words, “this book challenges the view that created Leibnizian substances are soul-like, replacing this with an image of the created world as a world of living corporeal substances” (3). Instead of spiritual units, Phemister suggests reading “monads as entelechies or substantial forms” (3). She argues that the substantial form is always a part of a hylomorphic Aristotelian-like unit, so that it constitutes the form of its organic body. Thus a monad always has primary matter as well as substantial form. “The truly complete substance, she writes, is the animal-like corporeal substance, comprising the entelechy, primary matter, and the organic body” (72). She also uses her interpretation to approach Leibniz’s two famous labyrinths (the composition of the continuum in chapter 5 and human freedom in chapter 10) as well as some other notorious difficulties in his metaphysics. In my view, her book lives up admirably to its ambitious aims.

Phemister’s takes a firm position in a debate that has been occupying a good part of Leibniz’s scholars for more than 20 years. For a long time Leibniz was considered an idealist whose deep ontology consists of soul-like monads alone. In 1985, Daniel Garber contested the idealist interpretation and argued for a more realist/materialist one. However, Garber restricted this interpretation to Leibniz’s middle years. A good number of books and articles have been already written on this question. Yet Phemister not only advances an original and clearly stated thesis, namely that the created world consists not of soul-like monads but of animal-like substances but also supports it with ample textual evidence as well as convincing systematic considerations. 

While Phemister is more concerned with the controversial later years, she suggests that her thesis applies throughout or almost throughout Leibniz’s career. In doing so, she goes against the current in Leibniz’s scholarship of stressing the changes in Leibniz’s metaphysics. In insisting that her thesis applies throughout Leibniz’s career, Phemister follows Leibniz in attempting to discern unity in the diversity and multiplicity of Leibniz’s texts. Given the enormous magnitude and diversity of Leibniz’s corpus, such an approach requires not only single mindedness but also a daunting textual travail. And on this score, too, Phemister book is most impressive. It ranges over a vast number of texts, paying close attention to points of detail. In addition, her book is not a collection of articles but a sustained argument for a controversial thesis.

Central to Phemister’s thesis is her interpretation of what she calls the De Volder Monad.
 Phemister argues that, by itself, a soul is incomplete. It has been argued before that the soul is completed by primary matter. Yet, Phemister notes that the soul is not only completed by primary matter but that the soul/primary matter unit – the De Volder monad—is completed by an organic body as well. Against the idealist interpretation, Phemister holds that the corporeal substance and the De Volder monad are in fact identical. As she writes,

The De Volder monad is the foundation from which the complete corporeal substance springs. The complete corporeal substance is the De Volder monad together with its modifications (its perceptions, appetitions and organic body).  As its particular qualities unfold from its essence, the complete corporeal substance comes into being.  The relation between the De Volder monad and the complete corporeal substance is therefore akin to a relation of different stages of development of the same substance (39).     

If the basic constituents of reality are the De Volder monads rather than the purely spiritualistic monad (held by many generations of Leibniz’s readers), then the reduction from matter to spirit – the famous spiritualization of matter – is misleading. Rather, Phemister argues that,

Leibniz’s ontological reduction to true unities is a reduction to corporeal substances. In the created world, the true substances are animal-like creatures, each composed of perceiving soul-like aspect together with an aggregate organic body” (133).  

Furthermore, according to Phemister,

It is the dual nature of the corporeal substance that allows Leibniz to use it as a solution to the labyrinth of the continuum. On the one hand, the corporeal substance is an indivisible whole without parts and on the other it possesses a determinately divided organic body that fulfils all the conditions required for the real extended continuum. … the corporeal substance is indivisible even though its organic body is divided to infinity (117).  

In the end, the indivisibility of the corporeal substance derives from its unique law of the series, which determines the actual divisions and subdivisions of its constituting corporeal substances to infinity. Leibniz’s view of nature was clearly complex and fascinating. Phemister’s book excels in seeking to show its coherence.  

The above summary of Phemister’s argument brings out two points that merit further examination. My first point concerns composition. There is a sense in which it is very problematic to say, as Phemister does, that true substances are “composed of perceiving soul-like aspect together with an aggregate organic body.” The problem has its origin, of course, in Leibniz’s texts. While Leibniz talks about composed substance (substance composée) in his late writings (as in the opening paragraphs of both the PNG and the Monadology), it seems to be inconsistent with his commitment to the unity and simplicity of a true substance. For this reason, the very idea that a true substance is composed is highly problematic. 

To the extent that a true substance is a simple unit, the relation between the soul-like aspect and the bodily aspect in true substances cannot be one of composition, which belongs rather to the model of aggregates. In this context, we have to distinguish between bodies that are aggregates, which may result by composition because they are not true units, such as stones; and organic bodies of true substances such as animals and human beings, which do not result from composition. In short, the body of the stone should be understood on a different model (and in a different sense of reality) than that of an animal.  

In her conclusion to chapter five, after clarifying the differences between the Real and the Ideal, Phemister writes: “With this in hand, all bodies, whether they are aggregates or corporeal substances are real, not ideal” (p. 127; see also p. 118). One may grant this point and still doubt whether aggregates and corporeal substances are real in the same sense. As I hinted above, and for the reasons Phemister spells out, they are not real in the same sense. The aggregate is real only insofar as it is ‘composed’ of corporeal substances whereas the corporeal substance itself is real because it has intrinsic unity. The fish and the school are real in very different ways. The fish has intrinsic unity by virtue of its internal law and intrinsic spontaneous activity. The school does not act, only the individual fish do. According to Leibniz, reality is (a) intrinsically related to unity and (b) may admit of degrees. While aggregates are well-founded phenomena, semireal and semimental; corporeal substances are not. 

For this reason, I am wondering whether the distinction between the real and the ideal provides us with sufficient categories to capture Leibniz’s rich and complex ontology. At times, Phemister seems to suppose that the Ideal and the Real exhaust the whole spectrum of Leibniz’s ontology, so that everything is either real or ideal. This comes out for example in her otherwise brilliant argumentation in chapter five on the composition of the continuum, where corporeal substances fall out on the side of the Real rather than the ideal. But it seems to me that Leibniz’s ‘ontology’ is not neatly classified into these two categories. The central example I have in mind is the body of an aggregate. Since its unity derives from a mind perceiving all its constituents together, it is not a true substance; but since its constituents are true substances, it is not a mere phenomenon either but rather a well-founded phenomenon. And indeed this is more or less the view Phemister advances in chapter 7.  

My second point concerns the individual law of the series. Phemister writes that, “Primitive force is, as it were, the blueprint of the living animal. It is the law that contains the information required to generate the creature’s entire life experiences” (194, and see also 122). Although Leibniz often conflates the notion of primitive force with that of an internal law of changes, it seems to me that the two are conceptually distinct and each constitutes a distinct aspect for the self-sufficiency of substances. While the law prescribes a course or program of action, primitive force is required to enable the execution of the program. While each agent has an undifferentiated power of action, the law of action contributes the individualizing information to make it a unique substance (see e.g. Theodicy 291) and only the two together can make up a complete substance.

In closing, let me briefly mention that, in arguing for her main thesis, Phemister also provides an original and fascinating approaches to two formidable challenges in Leibniz’s scholarship. In chapter eight, she shows that Leibniz’s doctrine of pre-established harmony consists in fact of five different harmonies; and in chapter ten, she offers an original approach to the labyrinth of human freedom. And there is much more to be found in this rich book, which any serious student of Leibniz’s metaphysics should study.  
� As Leibniz writes to De Volder in a letter of 20 June, 1703, such ad entity consists in (1) the primitive entelechy or soul; (2) primary matter or primitive passive power; (3) the monad completed by these two; (4) the organic machine in which innumerable subordinate monads concur; and (5) the corporeal substance or animal. (GP II 252 / AG 177 / L 530). 


� I elaborate this point in Nachtomy O., Possibility, Agency, and Individuality in Leibniz’s Metaphysics, Springer, 2007, p. 129. 





