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Extended Abstract

The relationship between unity and multiplicity is a fundamental philosophical
problem addressed differently by Spinoza and Leibniz. This study examines how
each philosopher explains multiplicity and clarifies the relationship between
substance, unity, and plurality in their metaphysical systems. Its central question is
whether multiplicity ultimately reduces to a fundamental unity in both philosophies
or whether Leibniz, unlike Spinoza, recognizes the independent reality of multiple
substances. To answer this question, the study investigates their conceptions of
substance, the number of substances, and the ontological and epistemological

principles underlying their explanations of multiplicity.
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This study adopts a comparative-critical approach based on library research. It
examines Spinoza’s definition of substance, his argument for the existence of a
single infinite substance, the relationship between this substance and multiplicity,
and the distinction between Natura Naturans and Natura Naturata. 1t also considers
the role of different levels of knowledge in the perception of plurality.
Subsequently, it analyzes Leibniz’s rejection of extension as the fundamental
constituent of matter, his conception of bodily substance, and his theory of monads,
focusing on their simplicity, windowlessness, perception, reflection, and appetition.
Finally, the two philosophers’ accounts of the reality of multiplicity and the role of
perception in explaining plurality are compared.

Spinoza’s definition of substance leads him to reject the possibility of multiple
substances. Substance exists in itself and is conceived through itself, requiring
neither an external cause nor anything else for its conception. Since a substance
cannot be finite, only one infinite substance can exist. Spinoza identifies this
substance with God or Nature. Finite beings are therefore not independent
substances but modes or determinations of the one infinite substance. Consequently,
multiplicity does not possess independent substantial existence; it ultimately derives
from the unity of the infinite substance.

Spinoza’s epistemology further explains why human beings perceive
multiplicity. He distinguishes three levels of knowledge: imagination, reason, and
intuitive knowledge. Imagination produces incomplete and confused representations
through the body’s interaction with external objects, leading individuals to perceive
things as separate entities. By contrast, intuitive knowledge understands things in
their relationship with God and the infinite substance. From this perspective, the
perception of independent entities reflects, to a considerable extent, the limitations
of human cognition. As knowledge becomes more adequate, the unity underlying
apparently distinct things becomes clearer.

Leibniz, by contrast, rejects extension and composite bodies as the ultimate

constituents of reality because everything extended is divisible. Genuine substances
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must therefore be simple and indivisible. He identifies these fundamental realities as
monads, which are non-extended, partless, and innumerable. Unlike Spinoza,
Leibniz recognizes a genuine plurality of substances, maintaining that multiplicity
itself is not illusory, even though bodily substance cannot serve as the ultimate
foundation of reality.

Monads differ through their internal states, particularly their degrees of
perception and appetition. Although they have no windows through which external
influences can enter, their perceptions correspond through the doctrine of pre-
established harmony. Differences in perception explain how diverse beings and
bodies appear to human observers. Human beings perceive corporeal things because
their understanding of the underlying monads remains obscure and limited. God,
possessing complete perception, apprehends reality differently. Perception thus
plays a dual role in Leibniz’s philosophy: it distinguishes individual monads and
explains the appearance of multiplicity to finite minds.

The comparison reveals that both philosophers employ epistemological
considerations to explain the relationship between unity and multiplicity, but their
ontological conclusions differ fundamentally. Spinoza maintains that only one
infinite substance exists and that finite beings are its modes. The perception of
things as independent entities results partly from inadequate knowledge. Leibniz,
however, regards reality as consisting of infinitely many distinct monads and
explains their differences through their internal perceptual states.

The central distinction concerns the status of multiplicity itself. For Spinoza,
multiplicity ultimately returns to the unity of substance, Nature, and God. For
Leibniz, the plurality of monads is real, although corporeal diversity reflects the
limitations of human perception. Thus, while both thinkers emphasize the
importance of cognition in understanding multiplicity, Spinoza subordinates
plurality to one infinite substance, whereas Leibniz accommodates an infinite

plurality of substances within a unified metaphysical order.
Keywords: Spinoza, Leibniz, substance, monad, justification of multiplicity.
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