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This essay outlines the theory and method of Deleuze’s approach to the history of philosophy 
in order to identify a specifically ‘modern’ philosophical problem, Leibniz’s concept of force, 
and to show how this problem opens new paths between ‘modern’ and ‘contemporary’ thought. 
Drawing on Gueroult’s specific reading of Leibniz, on his overall philosophical approach and 
on Deleuze’s critical reappropriation of his method, this essay reconstructs Leibniz’s concept 
of force both in terms of its historical emergence, and its consequent influence. As a result, 
force emerges as a dynamic principle of transformation addressing fundamental questions of 
Leibnizian thought: how we go from matter to thought, or from force as a concrete expression 
of physical reality to its abstract conceptual construction. In this way, Leibnizian force 
becomes a ‘requisite’ of Deleuzian difference, and the driver of its philosophical repetition 
in modern thought. This redefinition of force hopes to offer a new understanding of how 
Leibniz’s thought continues to shape contemporary conceptions of nature. 

***

Introduction 

	 This essay outlines the theory and method of Deleuze’s approach to the 
history of philosophy in order to identify a specifically ‘modern’ philosophical 
problem, Leibniz’s concept of force, and to show how this problem opens new 
paths between ‘modern’ and ‘contemporary’ thought. 

	 The Leibnizian concept of force, first introduced as f=mv2 in De corporum 
concursu (1678), establishes a precise relation between experience and the a priori 
principle of cause and effect. This relation is at the core of Martial Gueroult’s 1934 
treatise Dynamique et Metaphysique Leibniziennes which focusses on the physical 
and metaphysical conditions of Leibniz’s concept of force. Gueroult’s reading 
of Leibniz’s idea of force required a conception of physics that went beyond 
Euclidean geometry, one that allowed him to think through a fundamental 
disproportion between mathematical ratio and the facts of physics. This is 
the «suprageometric element» or «formula» that Leibniz used to evaluate the 
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disjunction existing between «the a priori constitution of the relations as such»1 
and an a posteriori experimental approach allowing us to reach conclusions which 
could have not been anticipated beforehand. Gueroult identifies a disproportion 
between these two elements, a residual intrinsic to space itself that cannot be 
described by the ratio of the extended (ie., by Euclidean geometry), but requires 
another, higher level of analysis2. This suprageometric level finds its expression 
in the square of velocity: unlike velocity taken at a single degree and growing in a 
linear way within space, and so in this sense measurable, the square of velocity is 
not empirical as it eludes a precise spatiotemporal determination in the Cartesian 
diagram. Transposed to a more general reasoning, the suprageometric level is not 
simply empirical, because it is not defined solely by the examination of facts, 
but instead by the confrontation of facts and their rational construction. As this 
suggests a reconstruction of the given through ratio, it thus raises the question of 
the construction of ratio itself. 

	 Gueroult understands Leibniz’s concept of force as the expression of 
another form of rationality, one that is an ongoing modification of the given 
according to the deployment of a certain degree of action. As a result, Leibnizian 
force is neither a physical formula nor a predetermined concept, but rather 
an expression of its (hetero)genetic conditions: the product of the mass (m) 
times the square of velocity (v). By conceiving the suprageometric as a form of 
rationality intrinsic to the given, Gueroult makes it the condition of possibility 
of genesis, but in subordinating physics to metaphysics it leads to a reduced 
vision of physical reality, where «all the real oppositions [… will] ultimately be 
reduced to illusions»3. As a result, Gueroult’s approach is not sufficient in itself. 
In addition we need another idea of reality based on the mutual adaptation of the 
abstract and the sensible, one in which the physical analysis of force is brought 
into relation with the principle of sufficient reason. As Leibniz points out in his 
Discourse on Metaphysics (1686), this agreement is based on the «in-esse», i.e., on 
what is «virtually contained» in the «nature of things»4. The «most real» element 
is understood as being a «specific difference»5 between substances, something 
that cannot be grasped through the analysis of changes in extension, but requires 
Leibniz to appropriate elements of rational logic to study the mechanics of the 
physical world. By doing so, Leibniz is able to explore the genetic and reciprocally 
determining relations of thought and reality in and as force. But force in this 
sense is no longer the result of a dialectic between thought and reality, as it 

1 M. Gueroult, Dynamique et métaphysique leibniziennes: suivi d’une note sur le principe de la 
moindre action chez Maupertnis. Paris 1934, p. 48.
2 «In the confrontation between facts and rational construction a difference comes to appear, 
a residual which the abstract notions of pure geometry cannot account for; in order to give a 
full account of facts, it becomes therefore necessary to introduce a suprageometric element» 
(ibid., p. 26).
3 M. Gueroult, Dynamique et métaphysique leibniziennes, p. 19.
4 G. W. Leibniz, Discourse on Metaphysics, Correspondance with Arnauld, Monadology, edited by 
P. Janet, tr. by G. R. Montgomery, La Salle (Illinois) 1989, p. 13. 
5 Ibid., p. 32. 
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was in Gueroult’s structural approach, but rather it is an underlying positivity 
that engenders the very idea of opposition. This is closer to Deleuze’s idea of a 
differential problematic field, and to his evaluation of opposition as «the false 
problem as such»6. 

2. Method of analysis:  
Gueroult dianoematics vs. Deleuze’s diagrammatics

	 Gueroult’s investigation of Leibnizian dynamics relies on what he calls 
dianoematics. Conceived as a philosophy of the history of philosophy, dianoematics 
introduces a method of examining the conditions of possibility of philosophical 
experience from the point of view of its historical development7. In this sense, 
metaphysics can only be addressed in the plural, because it considers the 
evolution in time of a multiplicity of metaphysical systems. Philosophical work 
therefore consists in the affirmation of the autonomy and internal structure of 
each metaphysics, as it is formed by the synthesis of the heterogeneous realities of 
thought proper to each system. Dianoematics then, is not the creation of a novel 
metaphysics but rather reveals the existence of an already constituted plane: it 
examines how an order of reasons allows us to seize the modalities of production 
proper to being. For these reasons, dianoematics is both structural and genetic. 
This operation is described by Deleuze in his discussion of Gueroult’s work 
on Spinoza, where the dissociation between the realms of the given and of 
ideas allows ideas to be «decomposed according to their generative differential 
elements, along which the elements or reasons are organised into «series», one 
must follow the chains to where independent series form a nexus», the intersection 
of problems or solutions»8. Gueroult differentiates real distinction, by which an 
entity is entirely determined by its own intrinsic differences, from numerical 
distinction which, on the contrary, emerges from an external cause. In this way, 
Gueroult conceives Structuralism as a reflection of philosophical thought on 
itself. Gueroult employs this «radical» idealism (which he draws from Fichte) 
to reverse dogmatic idealism, which in admitting the reality of things confined 
philosophical thought to the abstract realm.

	 Gueroult instead suggests a «superior» form of historical realism9, where 
the real no longer designates a sensible world but rather the form of intrinsic 
rationality that assigns to each doctrine its own form of necessity. Gueroult’s 
procedure, however, introduces a formal condition which denigrates the sensible 
by turning reality into an ultimately ahistorical ratio10. The crucial question 

6 G. Deleuze, Difference and repetition, tr. by P. Patton, London 2001, p. 231.
7 M. Gueroult, Dianoématique – Livre II. Philosophie de l’histoire de la philosophie, ed. by G. 
Dreyfus, Paris 1979.
8 G. Deleuze, Gueroult’s General Method for Spinoza, in Id., Desert Islands and Other Texts, 1953-
1974, D. Lapoujade (ed.), Los Angeles 2004, p. 147.
9 Cf. the introduction by G. Dreyfus in M. Gueroult, Dianoématique, p. 10.
10 C. Giolito, Pratique et fondement de la méthode en histoire de la philosophie chez Martial 
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therefore, concerns the possibility of affirming the differential tension inherent to 
the sensible world without hindering the evaluation of philosophical experience 
in its historical becoming. 

	 It therefore becomes necessary to consider the differential genesis of the 
real in another way, no longer in terms of a dialectical opposition between thought 
and reality, as it was in Gueroult’s structural approach, but rather as a positivity 
engendering the very idea of opposition. This is Deleuze’s strategy, developed in 
his concept of a differential problematic field, which condemns opposition as 
«the false problem as such»11. What is required, is and understanding of deeper 
level of the formal conditions of difference. For Deleuze, «it is in relation to the 
form of identity in the generic concept that difference goes as far as opposition, 
that it is pushed as far as contrariety»12: to bend opposition towards difference, 
means pushing back the form of identity itself, to evaluate «the intensive factors» 
or «individuating degrees»13 whereby being relates, inherently, to difference. 
Delineating a stage antecedent to both form and matter, and to the already 
constituted world, Duns Scotus’ (1266-1308) concept of formal distinction 
enables Deleuze to understand how difference is intrinsically bound to 
repetition and how «the logical relation of causality is inseparable from a physical 
process»14. As such, formal distinction is the condition of both the ontological 
determination of force and the epistemological selection constituting its 
methodological procedure. By letting us discern, as Leibniz puts it, «everything 
which enters into a definition or into distinct knowledge […] even back to 
the primitive conception»15, formal distinction becomes a necessary tool for 
achieving adequate knowledge. In this sense Leibniz appropriates Scotus’ form 
of rationality in order to counter Descartes’ quantitative conception of extension 
with an altogether different line of reasoning based on a form of qualitative 
difference, the «being of the sensible»16. 

	 In order to entirely grasp difference in its positive aspect, however, another 
movement, one impossible within the Aristotelian tradition of difference, is 
necessary. Nicholas de Cusa (1401-1464) takes the first step towards relating the 
abstract idea of Neoplatonic variability to the expressive modalities of nature, 
thereby introducing a thought of metamorphosis. As with Scotus, it requires a 
strategy of selection that does not result from a dialectics of opposition, but rather 
from a procedure of proportion. Both Scotus and Cusa distinguish between two 
forms of unity, numerical unity and the minor unity proper to nature; however, 
while for Scotus these definitions are strictly incompatible in the sense that 
a thing characterised by its own unity cannot pertain to the unity proper to 

Gueroult, «Revue de métaphysique et de morale», 2, Paris 2001, pp. 69-95. 
11 G. Deleuze, Difference and repetition, p. 231.
12 Ibid., p. 31. 
13 Ibid., p. 39.
14 Ibid., p. 20.
15 G. W. Leibniz, Philosophical Essays, tr. by R. Ariew and D. Garber, Indianapolis 1989, p. 41; 
GP IV, 449-450. 
16 G. Deleuze, Difference and repetition, p. 57.
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common nature, for Cusa they are straightforwardly related17. This distinction 
builds on a different conception of the notion of praecisio, denoting a cut. For 
Scotus this term designates the process of abstraction enabling the extraction of 
a form of correspondence (adequation) between two opposed states, the subject 
and the object, thereby reevaluating the active condition of the object. Cusa 
however, questions the status of the object as such. Instead of adequation, his 
concern is with measuring the right degree of proportion. Praecisio becomes an 
operation concerning a pure state of mental recognition which entails a synthetic 
function enabling a given multiplicity to reach the next level of unity. While both 
Scotus and Cusa address the material plane by searching for a rule of internal 
change based on a higher degree of abstraction, Scotus employs abstraction in 
order to examine matter in its active state, whereas Cusa adopts it in order to 
depict matter in its variable condition18. Giordano Bruno (1548-1600) retrieves 
from Cusa two important conceptual ingredients concerning matter: an idea 
of internal movement that accounts for the unfolding between oneness and 
multiplicity; and the status of a principle that grasps the in-itself structure of 
numerical proportion. By translating these modalities of construction within 
the physical world, Bruno transposes Cusa’s scenario, which remained imbued 
with Neoplatonic transcendence into the immanent realm of nature and its 
processes of production19. This operation allows Bruno to approach the notion 
of formal cause (raggion formale) in terms of «the form of the thing which is to 
be produced»20. Variation and change are therefore dependent on the reciprocal 
implication of form and matter, which acquires a true ontological condition: 
Bruno ascribes to matter a higher level of rationality, which he deduces from 
its ability to be both the onset of production and to be subjected to it21. This 
contraction and expansion within matter is decisive for Bruno’s development of 
a conception of nature that explains both abstract forms and singular beings, and 
which he unfolds into a political practice understood as the effective realisation 

17 T. McTighe, Nicholas of Cusa’s Theory of Science and its Metaphysical Background, in Nicolo’ 
Cusano agli inizi del mondo moderno. Atti del Congresso internazionale in occasione del V centenario 
della morte di Nicolo’ Cusano (Bressanone, 1964), Firenze 1970, p. 326.
18 Regarding Cusa cf. K. Lasswitz, Geschichte der Atomistik vom Mittelalter bis Newton, Vol. 
1, Hamburg 1890, p. 277. Lasswitz indeed poignantly addresses the more general problem 
concerning the relevance of Neoplatonism for natural philosophy: «Neoplatonism, however, 
was least concerned with physics and directly rejected physical explanations. But it seemed to 
have an answer to the basic metaphysical question of the principle of the connection of things. 
On the one hand, it was about the origin of things and, on the other, about their interaction» 
(Ibid., p. 264).
19 In addressing the question of «The influence of Nicolas of Cues on Giordano Bruno» H. 
Vedrine insists on the strong presence of the medieval thinker in the treatise De la causa, an 
argument that is often unsupported direct quotation. Cf. H. Védrine, Hélène. 1970. L’influence 
de Nicholas de Cuse sur Giordano Bruno. In Nicolo’ Cusano agli inizi del mondo moderno, pp. 
211-223. 
20 S. Greenberg, The Infinite in Giordano Bruno: With a Translation of his Dialogue Concerning 
the Cause, Principle, and One, New York 1950, p. 113. (BW 3, p. 98).
21 Ibid., p. 257. (BW 3 167-168).
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of the metamorphosis of matter22. Here Bruno articulates a conception of 
difference based on continuous variation that accounts for the constitution of a 
univocal point of concentration, which, by being intrinsic to both the existing 
thing and to the possibility of its existence, defines the singularity of the existent. 
These are the necessary requisites to Leibniz’s construction of the concept of 
force. 

	 This lineage not only brings Leibniz and Scotus closer together, but 
also tightens the connection between Leibniz and Deleuze, providing the 
genealogical conditions for Deleuze’s «internal qualitative relation»23 that 
engenders repetition. Indeed, both Leibniz and Deleuze conceive of Nature «as 
the principle of the divers and its production [… that] does not totalise its own 
elements»24. For both Deleuze and Leibniz Nature does not enclose its elements 
in a unity, but rather, Deleuze writes, distributes and connects «alternations and 
entwinings, resemblances and differences, attractions and distractions, nuance 
and abruptness»25. This convergence is centred on the concept of principle 
(arché), which while being a «rule to solve everything»26 is not a foundation, but 
rather acts as a profound questioning of the foundation itself27. 

	 Drawing on Scotus’ formal distinction, Leibniz introduces the concept 
of physical principle as a transversal ontological operation between the individual 
and the process of individuation in Disputatio metaphysica de principio individui 
(1663). The conception of a reality external to the mind engenders an operation 
of abstraction, according to which the individual can be conceived of as a 
singularity extracted from the real. This reality common to both the subject 
and the object is matter. Together with difference it becomes the principle of 
the production of singularity, namely the expression of a positivity forming 
something in itself. 

	 The idea of principle also has epistemological consequences: a 
particular problem is evaluated according to the ensemble of causal relations 
at stake, rather than being bound to the identification of an origin. The 
implications for our understanding of history are significant, as it implies 
that a singularity effectuates history by seizing the specificity of each of 
its constituent events. Far from being a narrative of significant moments, 
history becomes a close examination of a concrete development. In this way, 
Gueroult’s dianoematics are transformed into a diagrammatics (as Deleuze has 
it), a form of rationality operating with rather than on the physical world. By 
registering the disruptions operating underneath homogenising approaches, the 
diagram seizes Leibnizian force in its philosophical singularity and includes it 

22 S. Ansaldi, Giordano Bruno. Une philosophie de la métamorphose, Paris 2010.
23 G. Deleuze, Difference and repetition, p. 46.
24 G. Deleuze, Logic of Sense, ed. by C. V. Boundas, tr. by M. Lester and C. Stivale, London 
1990, pp. 266-267.
25 Ibid.
26 G. Deleuze, Qu’est-ce que fonder? Cours hypokhâgne, Lycée Louis le Grand 1956-1957, notes 
manuscrites prises par Pierre Lefebvre, https://www.webdeleuze.com/textes/218 2022, p. 58. 
27 Ibid., p. 5.
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in the «superior form»28 that repeats through the transformations in thought.  
	 In the next paragraphs we will examine how the move from Gueroult’s 
dianoematics to Deleuze’s diagrammatics allows us to explore the Leibnizian 
concept of force in terms of its geneaological conditions. The notion of principle 
allows us to understand how Leibniz conceives the components of force, 
(i.e., matter and a «superior» form of velocity) not as separate entities, but as 
intrinsically correlated. This correlation is closely related to Leibniz’s elaboration 
of the concept of formal distinction developed by Scotus: while the latter 
approached the problem through the re-elaboration of the Aristotelian concept 
of potency, Leibniz adopts an intrinsically plural point of view: the deployment 
of a subtle logic of variations. This is what determines force in its ontological 
conditions. 
 

3. Elements concerning the Leibnizian concept of Force

3.1 Main components: matter, form, conatus
	
	 In line with Deleuze’s conception of difference, Leibniz’s concept of force 

involves an idea of reality that is based on the mutual adaptation of the abstract 
and the sensible, and where the physical analysis of force is related to the principle 
of sufficient reason. Leibniz’s approach rests upon his unusual appropriation of 
the logic used by Galileo in his study of rational mechanics. Alexandre Koyré 
(1892-1964) argued that Galileo only understood physical phenomena such 
as the movement of falling bodies in mathematical terms, meaning that their 
empirical description entirely depended the abstract conditions established 
by mathematical equations29. According to Isabelle Stengers however, this 
description denies the reality that underlies the mathematical law. Following 
the work of Stillman Drake (1910-1993), who emphasised how Galileo not 
only used ideal forms of verification, but also produced real conditions for 
experimentation, Stengers argues that the fundamental problem is not the 
deduction of empirical consequences from an a priori law, but establishing an 
agreement between two levels of questioning, one related to experience, the other 
based on mathematical operations. According to Stengers, velocity becomes an 
independent quantity with the capacity to confer a propensity to movement on 
the affected body, which is in turn capable of moving or stopping another. What 
results is the determination of a specific and singular relation between cause and 
effect, independent of the trajectory pursued by the body itself. Leibniz insists 

28 G. Deleuze, Difference and repetition, p. 55.
29 A. Koyré, Études Galiléennes, Paris 1966, p. 156. 
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on the properly metaphysical nature of this relation, conceiving it as a form of 
rationality that implies a real difference intrinsic to matter.

	 Leibniz’s letter to his mentor Jakob Thomasius in 1669 is significant 
inasmuch as it addresses the relation between matter, body and movement. 
Moving away from the question of the elements needed to describe the physical 
nature of bodies, Leibniz develops a series of remarkable observations on primary 
matter, the entity prior to quantity and extension. If matter is prior to form, 
how can we understand the process of formation? According to Leibniz, the 
problem must be thought of in terms of the disposition of matter to generating 
form, or in other words, according to the conditions of its emergence. By 
reconstructing the Aristotelian logic of reality from a physical point of view, the 
concept of principle is defined as «the first and truly abstract form of matter»30. 
This proposal is based on two requisites: the adoption of a higher degree of 
abstraction and the study of how this higher form of abstraction comes to affect 
the physical dimension as such. In this regard, Leibniz elaborates the concept 
of matter developed by Pierre Gassendi who, in an open confrontation with 
Aristotle develops an experience based theory according to which matter itself 
entails a formal principle of abstraction31. 

	 This approach appears in Leibniz’s development of the concept of 
antitupia (impenetrability), which corresponds to both the formal description of 
corporeality and to the occurrence of movement. Antitupia is not a property related 
to bodies and movement, but rather to the determination of their principles. This 
approach leads Leibniz to conceive of mobility as the expression of the possibility 
of movement (Confessio naturae contra atheistas), and to study the property of 
cohesion between bodies, a problem initially developed in an unanswered letter 
written to Thomas Hobbes in 1670. Whereas Hobbes’ perspective is based on 
the property of reaction, according to which bodies adhere to one another but 
remain separate, Leibniz explains cohesion through the interplay of the surface 
pressures of bodies, and suggests that their common point of convergence leads 
to the formation of a single body. In this way, Leibniz profoundly modifies the 
Hobbesian configuration of conatus, whose nominalist approach precluded the 
conception of a single form. In a subsequent letter written in 1670 to Henry 
Oldenburg, secretary of the London Royal Society, Leibniz shifts his analysis 
of the physical point towards the study of its abstract nature. This perspectival 
reconfiguration towards abstraction constitutes the very reason why physical 
movement is no longer conceived in opposition to mathematical reason but 
constitutes rather the expression of a degree of continuity between the concrete 
and the abstract. In these terms, cohesion expresses the relation between a minimal 
occurrence of actual change and the formation of a macroscopic model. Calling 
into question the Cartesian single bodied equation of substance and extension, 

30 G. W. Leibniz, Leibniz – Thomasius. Correspondance 1663-1672, ed. by R. Bodéüs, Paris 
1993, p. 109.

31 P. Gassendi, Le principe matériel, c’est-à-dire la matière première des choses Syntagma 
philosophicum, Physique, Section I, Livre III, tr. by S. Taussig, Turnhout 2009.
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Leibniz unlocks a kinetic theory of matter presupposing an exchange of energy 
between atomic particles. Leibniz himself, however, was still missing a way of 
conceiving motion not just in algebraic terms, but as intrinsically related to a 
dynamic individuation inherent in bodies themselves. His confrontation with 
Christiaan Huygens’ (1629-1695) kinetic theory leads Leibniz to emphasise that: 
«[a]ll bodies, whether soft or hard, exist in reality»32. This understanding goes 
hand in hand with a broader idea of movement that includes rest and all kinds 
of linear and curvilinear motion. Movement, Leibniz writes, «corresponds to 
every kind of action and passion of the body»33, an observation that leads to his 
novel definition of conatus. While the correspondence with Hobbes led Leibniz 
to understand conatus as the expression of an idea of the body determined not 
only by its presence, but also by the possibility of its existence, Huygens’ re-
elaboration of the Galilean legacy through his development of the differential 
calculus, provided Leibniz with the operational means to understand how this 
abstract form of rationality functions in the realm of the concrete. The letter 
to Oldenburg finally reveals how Leibniz combines these two elements in his 
study of the abstract conditions of a point. Here Leibniz adds the new element 
of Cavalieri’s method. By asserting the continuity of the divisible, broken down 
into an infinite number of real parts, Cavalieri investigates the possible synthesis 
of the minimum conditions of arithmetic and geometry. This point of close 
correlation between the abstract and the concrete allows Leibniz to conceive of 
the conatus and the ether, elements which, unlike in Cartesian physics, are not 
directly perceptible. Leibniz uses this opposition to explain the generation of «all 
sensible phenomena»34 through a logic of deduction that connects the concrete 
and the abstract through their specific form of proportion.

	 The infinitesimal condition of conatus developed by Leibniz on the 
basis of his confrontations with Hobbes, Huygens and Cavalieri, is the crucial 
element that enables us to identify a proportion between ratio and experience, 
and thereby break with the Gueroultian opposition of the abstract and the 
concrete. Gueroult claimed there are two ways of re-establishing a unity from 
the difference between metaphysics and physics. One is Kant’s introduction 
of negative quantities into philosophy, which introduces an operation specific 
to physical reality into metaphysics, and the other is the Leibnizian strategy 
which, according to Gueroult, pushes the real opposition «out of the sensible, 
out of physics itself»35. In contrast to Gueroult, the problem is to think the 
relationship of unity and difference not as on opposition, but rather in terms 
of the dynamics of the process of construction itself. This dynamic process 
of emergence is neither the product of empirical observation, nor of pure 
theorisation, but rather of the confrontation of empirical facts and rational 
theorisation. It combines two methodologies: the a posteriori experience of the 

32 GP IV, p. 161. 
33 Ibid., p. 168. 
34 Ibid., p. 271. 
35 M. Gueroult, Dynamique et métaphysique leibniziennes, p. 20.
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operation of force, and the a priori method, which begins from fundamental 
quantities such as space, time and action in considering empirical results. This 
approach was already employed in the early writings that make up the Hypothesis 
physica nova (1671). Whereas the Theoria motus concreti set out to construct laws 
strictly related to the existence of phenomena, the Theoria motus abstracti starts 
from the problem of constituting the in itself of the ratio, conceived outside of 
any empirical approach. The ether is the element connecting the two modes of 
thought, constituting the intermediate space between the solar and the terrestrial. 
Introduced at the beginning of the Hypothesis physica nova, the ether is a mass 
at rest characterised by a fullness that isn’t a total saturation, but the presence of 
a «certain movement before all things»36 that interacts with the pressure of the 
air. If the air becomes too dense, the ether causes a disturbance of its particles, 
dispersing them but in so doing it disrupts its own circular motion, which causes 
it to expand. At the root of these complex movements is Leibniz’s conatus, an 
infinitesimal factor that describes changes in the diffusion of the ether. Conati 
that have already died indicate the constitution or the end of a movement, and 
therefore define the concrete dimension of dynamics. Gueroult describes this 
process as «the powerful intervention of metaphysics [...] in the physical»37, 
but if this is true it means that the description of the concrete will have clear 
inadequacies because the theory of the ether does not allow us to conceive of the 
conservation of momentum by virtue of its own laws, but requires an external 
theoretical explanation. This strictly physical deficit will also have a negative 
impact on Gueroult’s account of the abstract dimension:

	 While being the direct consequence of a fault in physics, the intervention of 
metaphysics nevertheless reflects a fundamental contradiction between the postulates 
of physics and those of metaphysics. Instead of mutually affirming each other, both 
physics and metaphysics share a common drawback38.

	 The fact that the agreement of the concrete and the abstract is 
pursued under these conditions of mutual weakness will lead Gueroult to a 
completely desensitised version of physical reality, according to which «any 
kind of opposition introduced by sensible reality, will be finally reduced to 
illusion»39. The consequence of this is significant, especially in relation to the 
role played by dynamics in the later Leibnizian writings where, according to 
Gueroult, the opposition between fictitious conati would assume a progressively 

36 G. W. Leibniz, Physique et Métaphysique. Opuscules de jeunesse, ed. by R. Violette, Limoges 
2012, p. 88; A VI-2, p. 223.
37 M. Gueroult, Dynamique et métaphysique leibniziennes, p. 17.
38 Ibid., p. 19.
39 Ibid., p. 18.



Lo Sguardo - rivista di filosofia
N. 41, 2025 (II) - Gilles Deleuze e i ‘ritratti’ del pensiero

223

more important role than actual collision. With the introduction of living 
force, Gueroult continues, reality would be subject to a purely mathematical 
equilibrium between signs of opposite value. Unlike Gueroult however, my 
account emphasises the «higher form of everything» contained in the Deleuzian 
concept of the disparate. This univocal point of concentration allows us to 
propose a novel transition between the geometric and the supra-geometric. 
Whereas the geometric conceives the body in terms of its existing relations, 
the supra-geometric describes the relation of the abstract to the concrete from 
the point of view of a higher level, that of the «form of matter» introduced by 
Leibniz in a letter written to Thomasius in 1669. More significantly, the De 
corporum concursu (1678) marks Leibniz’s definitive break with the geometrical 
principle. There, he accounts for the specificity of the body on the basis of the 
Galilean relation between mathematics and experience, allowing him to give a 
quantitative formulation of velocity, and therefore its singular characterisation. 
This scenario captures the potency linked to the specificity of the body and breaks 
with the Cartesian obligation to define the a priori rules of a body’s action. Force 
thereby emerges as the result of a specific equation between cause and effect 
that captures the tension between the microscopic nature of the conatus and the 
evolution of a macroscopic model of movement. In this sense force becomes the 
metaphysical expression of the singularity of being. 

	 This assertion, which is the consequence of a process that moves 
between an experimental framework and a form of rational determination, 
leads to the examination of force as an intrinsic element of change itself. 
The operator underlying this operation is the infinitesimal, a term found in 
Leibniz’s early and later writings. Gueroult is ambivalent about the infinitesimal, 
both emphasising its crucial role, but also insisting on the existence of a law 
determining phenomena at their foundation, which contradicts the very idea of 
the infinitesimal. Nevertheless, Gueroult’s strategy does illuminate (even if only 
in a negative sense) the relation between Leibniz’s early and later works: while 
the former constitute the infinitesimal as a fundamental term, the latter show 
how it is composed from both intensional and extensional quantities. 

	 Leibniz’s Phoranomous (1689) further elaborates his theory of rational 
mechanics by including the concept of inertia (ie., the expression of bodily 
resistance). Developed from Gassendi’s analysis of mass and attraction, inertia 
accounts for the role played by gravity in the horizontal collision of bodies. Ignored 
by Descartes, it leads to Leibniz’s adoption of an a priori condition for determining 
the general laws of nature. The parallel relation between the abstract and the 
concrete developed in the Hypothesis physica nova is now reconsidered on the basis 
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of a deeper form of synthesis, the principle of sufficient reason. As Leibniz puts it: 

	 The universal decree that the whole effect must always be equivalent to its 
whole cause – nature spreading its power and always taking it back, the sum being 
preserved and the expectation of perpetual motion evaded40.

	 The principle of sufficient reason therefore constitutes the metaphysical 
basis for conceiving a form of intrinsic causality relative to all physical phenomena 
in terms of motion. This opens up the possibility of establishing a relation 
between Galilean rational mechanics and a form of pure rationality, the relation 
that, as we have seen, leads to Leibniz’s new definition of the concept of force.  

3.2 The development of dynamics 

	 In the Introduction to his Dynamica de potentia et legibus naturae 
corporeae, probably written in 1691, Leibniz claimed to have invented a new 
science, that of dynamics. Its novelty lies in the completion of the Galilean 
project: Leibniz relates the physical form specific to Galileo’s rational mechanics 
(ie., the ratio concerning the articulation of motion), with Scotus and Hobbes’ 
metaphysical conception of the ratio of the body. This enables Leibniz to 
transpose the physical restrictions of what a body can do into the metaphysical 
domain, making dynamics «the new science of power and action»41. As a result, 
the principle of sufficient reason is no longer related to physics or metaphysics 
as such, but emerges through their transversal relation, opening the way to the 
study of the role of force in the transition from cause (power) to effect (action). 
This point of view is further developed in the Specimen dynamicum (1695), 
where force is described as an inherent expression of bodies, one that captures 
real momentary conditions. In this sense force determines a surplus of reality into 
motion:

	 [T]here is nothing real in motion but a momentary something which must 
consist in a force striving towards change. Whatever there is in corporeal nature over 
and above the object of geometry or extension reduces to this42.

	
	 There is thus in corporeal nature a «something» which, rather than 

corresponding to extension, relates to a form of rationality corresponding to 
the innermost nature of bodies: it is a formal principle grasped by imagination. 
While the Specimen dynamicum approaches force in relation to the body, the De 
ipsa natura (1698) considers its ultimate causes. There, the mechanism of nature 
is examined both in terms of the materiality of bodies and their mathematical 
formulation, and according to their metaphysical source. This development 

40 G. W. Leibniz, A. Robinet (ed.), Phoranomous seu de potentiae et legibus naturae (I), «Physis», 
28, 1989, p. 432; G. W. Leibniz, F. Piro (ed.), Dialoghi filosofici e scientifici, Milano 2007, p. 
697.
41 G. W. Leibniz, Philosophical Essays, tr. by R. Ariew and D. Garber, Indianapolis 1989, p. 106.
42 Ibid., 118.
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emerges from the debate between Leibniz and Robert Boyle (1627-1691), 
author of A free Inquiry into the vulgarly received Notion of Nature, published 
in 1682. Boyle defended a conception of mechanics that aimed to replace an 
ontology of matter and form with an overall metaphysics of motion where the 
viewpoint of an external God, acting as final cause, erased the immanent and 
dynamic characteristics of nature, thus disconnecting nature from its processes 
of production. By reproaching Boyle for not distinguishing carefully enough the 
«ultimate causes [principia]» from mechanism, Leibniz characterizes force by an 
inherent metaphysical source, necessary to avoid the overgeneralisation of «the 
mechanical explanation of natural things»43. 

	 Leibniz elaborates the concept of cause by drawing on the Aristotelian 
conception of nature, as the principle of motion and rest, and developed in 
the second book of the Physics, where motion is not examined in terms of local 
conditions but is instead associated with a broader idea of change44. Movement 
becomes, for Leibniz, the condition making extrinsic causes characteristics 
inherent to things in themselves. Consequently, Leibniz argues, the primary 
form of action is inherent to the materiality of nature, and knowledge of it 
requires a clear idea of how it relates to the world of objects. This task cannot 
be accomplished by an empirical process, which cannot go beyond the material 
conditions of the body. As a result, it is necessary to explain how a particular 
law is supposed to operate within bodies. According to Leibniz this form 
of intelligence leads to action, a concept based on the agreement between a 
metaphysical ratio conceived as a force to act and its effect, the constitution of 
things of which it is an integral part. 

	 The intrinsic relation between force and the singular nature of the body is 
crystallised in the notion of dynamikon, coined by Leibniz in his correspondence 
with Burchardt de Volder (1643-1709) between 1698 and 170645. Trained both 
as a philosopher and a physician, De Volder was involved in the creation of a 
rather unique physics laboratory at the University of Leiden, which allowed 
many important scientific discoveries to be made, such as those by Robert 
Boyle. The epistolary exchange confronts us with the question of how a positive 
principle (actio) acts as the condition of the relation between force and matter. 
De Volder, following Descartes and Huygens, identified a substantial quantity 
that accounted for the general state of bodies, while Leibniz saw the need for a 
metaphysical element that shifted the analysis from statics to dynamics. Instead 
of representing movement as a physical change in extension, dynamics suggests 
a form of abstract unity within which an active principle, action, is opposed to 
the passive principle of matter. In a letter from 1706 Leibniz examined action 
in terms of its formal conditions, arguing that by establishing a relation of cause 

43 G. W. Leibniz, Discourse on Metaphysics, Correspondance with Arnauld, Monadology, ed. by P. 
Janet, tr. by G. R. Montgomery, La Salle 1989, p. 157. 
44 Ibid., p. 156.
45 G. W. Leibniz and B. de Volder, Leibniz-De Volder Correspondence, ed. by A.-L. Rey, Paris 
2016.
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and effect action entails a higher degree of abstraction that nevertheless remains 
intrinsic to the specifics of force and matter. These considerations led the 
philosopher to argue in the Letters to Des Bosses (1706-1716)46, that dynamikon 
was a form of reason describing bodies in their intrinsic difference to each other, 
allowing for both the specificity of things in themselves and their possibility of 
change. It is at this deeper level of the dynamikon that Leibniz re-elaborates the 
Neoplatonic idea of the mutual interpenetration of unity and alterity within 
a material and univocal plane that expresses both monads and their relations, 
and thereby enhances the active role of singularity47. As each monad is not only 
engendered by its own internal activity, but is also part of an overall principle 
of individuation, difference comes to coincide with the movement contracting 
individual monads into a unified machine of nature, the vinculum, which is 
defined as the metaphysical principle that elevates multiplicity into a singular 
necessary condition. The vinculum is not an integral part of the aggregate, but 
rather a higher degree of abstraction detached from any corporeal feature. While 
this «pure» form of relation eludes the physical qualities defining the monad’s 
singularity, the vinculum is nevertheless substantial insofar as it is intimately 
related to the plane of matter. The fact that this relation is not predetermined 
but has to be created in concomitance to the physical conditions of each separate 
and incompossible monad, allows Leibniz to conceive the ensemble of monads 
as bound to a deeper form of metaphysical unity and to assign them a more 
consistent degree of reality48.

	 As with Bruno, form and matter are bound together in the pursuit of 
internal change leading to the possibility of action. Leibniz however, is interested 
in delineating how singularity acquires self-definition through action, a problem 
corresponding to the evaluation of how the distinctive appearances of each 
monad emerge from undifferentiated matter. This has a profound impact on 
the notion of relation: relations are not conceived as shallow elements external 
to their relata, but as intrinsic to unity and therefore themselves as Being. This 
internal telos confers to the different aggregates of matter their necessary and 
constitutive organisation. While absolute infinity (God) is the point at which the 
gap between aggregation and unity is dissolved, the monad constitutes a real and 
finite machine where the relation between aggregation and unity is constructed. 
Relations are not conceived as shallow elements external to their relata, but as 
intrinsic to unity and therefore themselves as Being. This internal telos confers 
on the different aggregates of matter their necessary constitutive organisation. If 
the monadic scenario seems to contradict the very possibility of a univocal plane, 

46 G. W. Leibniz, L’être et la relation avec trente-sept lettres au R. P. Des Bosses, tr. by C. Frémont, 
Paris 1999.
47 «The Monad, of which we speak here, is nothing else than a simple substance, which goes to 
make composites; by simple, we mean without parts». G. W. Leibniz, Monadology, §1, p. 251.  
48 Cf. the introduction to the French Edition of Leibniz Letters to des Bosses by Christiane 
Fremont, in particular the second chapter devoted to the analysis of substantial relation (G. W. 
Leibniz, L’être et la relation avec trente-sept lettres au R. P. Des Bosses, pp. 33-45).
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Leibniz’s re-elaboration of Neoplatonism allows him to construct a substrate 
leading to the expression of both monads and their relations. This substrate 
is primary matter, conceived as: «the primitive passive power, or principle 
of resistance, not consisting in extension, but in the striving for extension; it 
accomplishes entelechy, or primitive active power, to produce the completed 
substance or monad, virtually containing its changes»49. Also occurring in the 
third letter, where Leibniz addressed the problem of unity in relation to plurality, 
this definition shows how primary matter engenders monads in their process 
of self-aggregation. In other words, monads are not constituted by delimiting 
a finite portion of matter, but rather by extracting their own conditions of 
self-organisation from the infinite. As this ongoing construction of contingent 
singularity, the vinculum entails a form of intrinsic activity related to both the 
monad’s activity, and to a principle of individuation founded on the dynamic 
constitution of nature.

	 It is by including the infinite status of matter in the virtual constitution 
of each singularity that Leibnizian force is inscribed in the transcendental realm 
of a logics of the event50. The contraction of the ensemble of individualised 
monads into the vinculum, qua overall machine of nature, reveals how each 
monad is not only engendered by its own internal activity, but is also part of 
an overall principle of individuation founded in the dynamic constitution of 
the universe. This dissonant accord emerging between the already constituted 
monad and the overall principle of individuation of nature, enables us to translate 
Leibniz’s metaphysical evolution between the formal and the material into an 
ethico-political praxis according to which the vinculum becomes the principle of 
production of new, contemporary forms of difference51. 

4. Conclusion

	 In Deleuzean terms, the problematic condition intrinsic to Leibnizian 
force determines a form of orgasnisation that unfolds between a virtual unity 
and the composition of real experience. The consequent question is how force, 
operating between form and content, between the chain of ideas and the productive 
processes of the real, provides a «schematism» in which the production of the 
given is not regulated by the mind but rather constructed between the subject 
and the object. The influence of Scotus’ formal distinction, as well as Cusa and 
Bruno’s interest in the immanent operations of metamorphosis and mutation, 
on the Leibnizian concept of force raises the question of its philosophical 
contemporaneity. Would it be possible to conceive of a schematism that is 

49 Ibid., p. 95.
50 Deleuze 1988, p. 72 (FR); 1993, p. 53 (EN).
51 Regarding the relation between Leibnizian metaphysics and its practical and political effects 
see Luca Basso, Individuo e comunità nella filosofia politica di G. W. Leibniz, Catanzaro 2005.
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not subordinated to the «sedentary distributions»52 of Kantian categories, but 
is linked instead to the differential condition of an idea-matter? This problem 
goes hand in hand with a conception of materialism that neither «inherits» the 
bifurcation between the abstract and the concrete (Meillassoux), nor «overcomes» 
it (Whitehead)53, but rather grasps the potential inherent in its differentiating 
tension. We have seen that this Leibnizian operation does not fix matter in a 
clear point located in space, but instead examines the process of abstraction 
inherent to matter. A science of matter is not, therefore, concerned with the 
relation of its parts as seen from an external viewpoint, but instead evaluates 
how its infinitesimal degrees (the conatus) actively constitute its form. To the 
Whiteheadian «concept» of nature Leibnizian force opposes a contraction of 
nature in itself, just as Leibnizian force counters the spatiotemporal extension 
of the Kantian schematism with the individuation of a heterogeneous diagram 
where the concrete is introduced by the means of an analysis of the limit54.

	 In order to evaluate the practical side of the Leibnizian diagram it becomes 
necessary to briefly examine how Gabriel Tarde (1843-1904) develops Leibniz’s 
concept of the infinitesimal into a continuum. This allows us to understand how 
Leibnizian force qua nature intrinsically grounds the monads, or in the terms of 
modern thought, how to pose a politics of nature. Deleuze calls Tarde «one of 
the last big philosophers of nature»55, who developed his metaphysical thought 
in Monadology and Sociology (1893)56. While Leibniz deployed the continuum in 
evaluating the nature of things, Tarde adopts it to understand the dynamics of the 
elementary transformations giving rise to any kind of finite monadic entity. The 
continuum allows Tarde to famously argue that «everything is a society»57, and 
that there is no unbridgeable chasm between inorganic and living beings, as they 
are all implicated in social evolution58. The distinction of psychic from bodily 
activity in the individual is replaced by an allover tendency to assemble. Again, 
this has important epistemological consequences, as this collective approach 
allows a deeper characterisation of individual features and transitions than an 
exclusively subjective point of view. Rather than determining the structure of 
the given, identity is instead understood as an extremely rare kind of difference 
which, as such, cannot be primordial59. For Tarde, the universe is constituted by 

52 G. Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 285.
53 D. Debaise, L’appât des possibles. Reprise de Whitehead, Dijon 2015, pp. 27-28.
54 Cf. E. Alliez, The signature of the world, or, What is Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy?, London 
New York 2004, p. 36.
55 G. Deleuze, Spinoza et le problème de l’expression, Paris 1968, p. 104 (n. 1).
56 Eric Alliez’s presentation of the French edition emphasises that the Monadology is the most 
metaphysical of Tarde’s works. Cf. G. Tarde, Monadologie et Sociologie, ed. by E. Alliez and M. 
Lazzarato, Paris 1999, p. 9.
57 Ibid., p. 28 (EN), p. 58 (FR). 
58 Ibid., p. 29 (EN), p. 60 (FR).
59 See Tarde: «To begin from the primordial identity is to posit at the origin of things a 
prodigiously improbable singularity, an impossible coincidence of multiple beings, at once 
distinct from and similar to one another; or else the inexplicable mystery of a single simple 
being, which would subsequently, for no comprehensible reason, suffer division. It is to commit 
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difference, a fact that allows us to understand nature’s ongoing evolution as an 
«interlacing of phenomenal layers»60. For Tarde, «[d]iversity and not unity, is at 
the heart of things»61, a declaration of univocal difference that allows Tarde to 
define society «as each individual’s reciprocal possession, in many highly varied 
forms, of every other»62. Tarde’s double use of the verb ‘to have’ (referring to 
both an entity and property) reflects the bifurcation in his thought between 
philosophical and scientific forms of collectivity, a shift emerging from his reading 
of Leibniz’s conception of the vinculum. Tarde follows the problem treated in 
the letters to des Bosses concerning the unitary condition of an aggregate, and 
traces how inherence separates after Leibniz into «several independent paths» of 
«contemporary science»63. Tarde points out how the constitution of the substantial 
lien no longer provides a unitary condition, but is now dispersed within various 
sciences such as the mathematical, the physical, the chemical and the sociological. 
It is at the level of reorganisation happening within these microcosms, that the 
higher degree of abstraction demarcating Leibniz’s suprageometric approach of 
folding and unfolding is rejected. Leibniz’s foundational relation of coupling 
force/(primary) matter constituted a transcendental condition enabling the 
genesis of action, and enabled him to think inherence in terms of both being and 
having. In Tarde we find something similar, where Leibniz’s logic of the monads, 
Bruno’s idea of the metamorphosis of matter and Spinoza’s ontology of the affect 
are combined in a plane of immanence which underlies the problems introduced 
by the singular areas of scientific research and their rapid particularisation. This 
fundamentally univocal dimension allows Tarde to extract from each science the 
virtual conditions of a productive activity determining the constitution of the 
collective. More than substituting the verb «to have» with «to be», it is a case of 
developing an operation that breaks with the Cartesian principle of the I and 
includes an exterior reality in the realm of action64. This allows Tarde to not only 
argue that being implies having, but also that having entails a dimension «richer» 
than being: the liminal proximity between the primitive affective force and its 
outcome in the real world accounts for the constitution of its straightforward 
social status and therefore for an immediately political conception of life. 

	 This brief discussion of Tarde shows that Leibnizian modernity is not an 
era irremediably belonging to a past that has to be overcome, as Latour claims65, 
but rather an inquiry into how a singularity as the minimal mechanism of 

a similar error to that of the ancient astronomers who, in their chimerical explanations of the 
solar system, began with the circle and not with the ellipse, on the basis that the former is more 
perfect» (Ibid., p. 40 (EN), p. 73 (FR).
60 Ibid., p. 41 (EN), p. 73 (FR).
61 Ibid., p. 45 (EN), p. 78 (FR).
62 Ibid., p. 51(EN), p. 85 (FR).
63 Ibid., p. 5 (EN), p. 33 (FR).
64 «From this principle, I am, all the subtlety in the world has not made it possible to deduce any 
existence other than my own: hence the negation of external reality. If, however, the postulate 
I have is posited as the fundamental fact, both that which has and that which is had are given 
inseparably at once». Ibid., p. 52 (EN), p. 86 (FR).
65 B. Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, Cambridge 1993.
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change alters our conceptions of temporality and historical periodisation and 
therefore comes to measure «the extent to which we continue to be modern 
today»66. Measuring the extent of modernism requires a critical reconsideration 
of our approach to time and its forms of synthesis. If, according to Deleuze, «the 
entire past is conserved in itself», the question becomes «how can we save it for 
ourselves, how can we penetrate that in-itself without reducing it to the former 
present that it was, or to the present in relation to which it is past»67. Saving the 
past «for ourselves» implies an operation in which time is not only individuated 
according to its own genesis, but also in respect to another, exterior, movement 
of hetero-genesis. This movement implies a return to an altogether different 
Leibniz: rather than reconstructing his position within a «classical» system of 
thought, it is more important to investigate how the difference produced by 
Leibniz impinges on (contemporary) thought, how Leibniz’s conception of 
the differential allows us to seize the transcendental field in its heterogenetic 
condition. In one of his late writings, Deleuze remarks that «[p]hilosophers 
introduce new concepts, they explain them, but they don’t tell us, not completely 
anyway, the problems to which those concepts are a response»68. The question 
opened by this brief account of Tarde is how Leibniz’s concept of force offers the 
condition of any understanding of the contemporary, and in particular what his 
redefinition of the idea of nature means in a time when the distinction between 
nature and artifice has vanished.
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