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ABSTRACT 

This paper argues that the notion of petites perceptions in the work of the late Leibniz offers the 

basis for a materialist conception of the unconscious. I offer an analysis of these minute 

perceptions as playing a role isomorphic to that of infinitesimals in Leibniz’s differential 

calculus, as retrospectively posited transcendental elements of composition. In my conclusion I 

explore some aspects of this materialist conception of the unconscious, including its expressive 

rather than representative character, its relationship to memory, and its consequences for 

Leibniz’s theory of subjective inclination. 
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Introduction 

The concept of the unconscious is most commonly associated with the name of Freud, or 

sometimes that of Lacan. It is true that the specificity of psychoanalysis lies in its insistence on 

the objectivity of the unconscious, its refusal to identify the mind with its consciousness, its 

luxuriant exploration of the obscure depths of the human soul. But a concept's sense can be 

grasped only in relation to a determinate problematic. The problematic occasions the concept’s 

genesis, determines its conditions, furnishes its elements, resolves its movement. So we might 

ask: what is the problem whose solution involves the idea of the unconscious? It is, I would 
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argue, the eminently practical problem that obsessed Spinoza: how can I see the better but do the 

worse? For if my mind were simply consciousness, and I consciously identified the better, I 

would never do the worse; it is because I am determined at least in part by unconscious habits 

that my conscious approval doesn't automatically translate into what I do. 

But where do these unconscious habits come from? What are their bases, and how are 

they formed? I want to keep this question in mind while reading not Spinoza but Leibniz, and I 

will argue that he makes a distinction crucial for starting to answer it. I will be focusing on a few 

passages from his late texts, primarily the Principles of Nature and Grace and the New Essays on 

Human Understanding. But the insight is already there during the earliest articulations of his 

mature metaphysics; between the Discourse on Metaphysics and the final works the differences 

are mostly terminological. In the Discourse he introduces this new thought for the first time: 

what if perception and consciousness are not coextensive? What if it is possible to perceive 

without being aware of it? In the Discourse he says: our clear perceptions are made up of 

confused ones, which we do not clearly and distinctly perceive. By the later texts, he calls these 

the petites perceptions. A multitude of these unconscious perceptions are always there, 

subtending our consciousness, texturing our encounters with the world, determining our desires, 

extending all the way to infinity. It is a very beautiful thought, but its philosophical value lies in 

its rendering explicable apparently irrational human behavior: I may see the better and do the 

worse, because my will is not determined solely by the transparency of my conscious 

understanding. I thus want to suggest that these petites perceptions lay the basis for a conception 

of the unconscious that is, perhaps surprisingly given Leibniz’s typical reception, rigorously 

materialist. If Spinoza teaches the activity of the body, showing us that we do not even know 
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what a body can do, Leibniz’s petites perceptions and theory of subjective inclination form an 

automatism of the mind. 

In what follows, I’ll first look at some of the places where the concept of unconscious 

perception emerges, and explore both how Leibniz constructs his argument for the existence of 

minute perceptions and what he says about them. Then, in the second part, I’ll draw our attention 

to the way this articulation of unconscious and conscious perception is structurally isomorphic to 

the relationship between differentials and the integrated curve in the calculus. I’ll conclude by 

making some suggestions about what we might want to draw from this convergence of the 

mathematics of infinitesimals, the metaphysics of perception, and a materialist thinking of 

unconscious determination or subjective inclination. Materialist philosophy of mind has nothing 

to do with vulgar eliminativism or speculative hypotheses about neural mapping, but consists in 

grasping the concrete conditions under which both mental and physical activities and passivities 

are not just possible but actual, when they are understood as expressing a real necessity. 

 

1. Unconscious perceptions 

The concept of perception attains a new scope in Leibniz: leaving behind the hierarchical 

analogies of visual representation, he uses the term to name the modes by which a subject is 

affected. According to Leibniz, each monad, or simple substance, is a point of view or 

perspective on the world as a whole. But the world itself is only made up of other monads. In this 

whole, perception is the manner in which the world is folded into the subject. As he writes, the 

“transitory state which incorporates and represents a multitude within a unity or a within a 
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simple substance is nothing but what we call perception.”1 Perception thus involves a dialectic of 

multiplicity and unity: it is how the singular monad expresses the totality of all the world at once 

– or, conversely, how the world expresses itself in the monad’s perceptions of it. Leibniz 

maintains that no two minds are identical, although monads only differ in their position or 

perspective on the whole. In what does this difference of perceptions consist? It lies in that we 

express different parts of one and the same world with different proportions or ratios of clarity 

and obscurity. What makes me unique as a mind or monad is a particular distribution of clear and 

confused perceptions – which regions of the world I clearly perceive or express, and which 

regions I only perceive or express obscurely.  

However, Leibniz says, there is perception and then there is apperception, which is the 

subset of perception of which I am aware or conscious. Since my mind is nothing other than its 

perceptions of the world, what do we make of those cases, Leibniz asks, where I don’t seem to 

perceive anything distinctly at all? He’s got a few favorite examples: deep, dreamless sleep, 

blackouts and fainting, extreme dizziness.2 Here then is the first argument for the existence of 

unconscious perceptions: nothing can exist without being in some way; but having some 

perception just is the way of being for a monad, since its differentiation or individuation is its 

perspective on the world; so, unless we want to say that one literally stops existing while not 

consciously perceiving, as in dreamless sleep, it must have been true that perception was taking 

place at some level. And since by hypothesis one had no conscious experience, at that level the 

perceptions were unconscious, they were too minute or indistinct to be noticed. We only make 

                                                      
1 Leibniz, G.W. Monadology. In Philosophical Texts. Trans. and ed. R.S. Woolhouse and Richard 

Francks. New York: Oxford University Press, 1998. [Hereafter ‘M’] §14 
2 M §20-24; Leibniz, G.W. The Principles of Nature and Grace, Based on Reason. In Philosophical 

Papers and Letters, Volume 2 (Second Edition). Trans. and ed. Leroy E. Loemker. Boston: Kluwer 

Academic Publishers, 1989. [Hereafter ‘PN’] §4, 13  
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these connections subsequently, after waking up or becoming conscious again: “Since as soon as 

you recover from the faint you apperceive your perceptions, it clearly follows that you were 

having perceptions immediately before, even though you did not apperceive them.”3 

In a second variation, Leibniz raises the example of background noise, like the ambient 

sound of wind in the trees or the drone of a low hum: at some point in a conversation, one 

interlocutor might point this out to the other. When that happens, the other will have to 

acknowledge that, in retrospect, they had been perceiving the sound all along, although they had 

not noticed it at the time.4 So far we have established that there are minute perceptions while we 

are unconscious, as in dreamless sleep, and even while we are conscious, as in the case of 

background or ambient noise. In these first two kinds of examples, unconscious or minute 

perceptions are posited retroactively: just then, we say, I must indeed have been perceiving them. 

But in our conscious experience petites perceptions play a third, still more profound role. 

To see this, consider Leibniz’s most famous example: the crashing wave. The sound of a 

crashing wave is a determinate perception that we consciously experience, which is made up 

entirely of minute perceptions that we do not: “Every soul knows infinity, knows everything, but 

confusedly. Just as when I walk beside the sea and I hear the great noise that it makes I hear, 

though without distinguishing them, the individual sound of every wave out of which that total 

sound is made up, so in the same way our confused perceptions are the total outcome of the 

impressions which the whole universe makes on us.”5 The world is actually infinite, and so too 

                                                      
3 M §23 
4 Leibniz, G.W. New Essays Concerning Human Understanding. Trans. and ed. Peter Remnant and 

Jonathan Bennett. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996. [Hereafter ‘NE’] Preface, 54 
5 PN §13 
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are the ways in which we are affected. And so our perceptions, both distinct and confused, are 

comprised of an actual infinity of minute perceptions.  

It may seem odd to suggest that our perceptions are actually infinite; individual 

perceptions generally seem finite, and there is of course a long tradition that opposes the finitude 

of perception to the infinity of the intellect or the understanding. But this is precisely what 

Leibniz claims: every distinct perception is an integration of an actual infinity of minute 

perceptions that, on their own, are insufficiently intense to be consciously registered.6 When 

they form relations of composition with one another, these indistinct perceptions can cross a 

threshold of intensity, engendering a distinct and determinate perception or affection of the mind. 

We do not hear distinctly the collision of each of a hundred thousand drops of water; but these 

must affect us, since they combine to form the sound of a crashing wave that we hear. For a unity 

formed of a multiplicity of nothings would itself be nothing; and so we once again have to say, 

retrospectively, there must have been these minute perceptions, beneath or below our 

consciousness, indeterminate and indistinct in themselves, but not nothing.7 

But how to understand this combination or integration of indeterminate almost-nothings 

into distinct wholes? How does a distinct unity involve an actual infinity in its very intensity? It’s 

at this point that I’d like to turn our attention to Leibniz’s calculus, a mathematics of infinitely 

small quantities and minute variations. 

 

2. Vanished elements 

                                                      
6 “[E]ach of the soul’s distinct perceptions involves an infinity of confused perceptions which encapsulate 

the entire universe.” (Ibid.) 
7 NE, Preface, 54 
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Leibniz is considered to be one of the discoverers of the differential or infinitesimal calculus. 

The calculus was controversial from the start. Of course there is the matter of dispute over who 

was its ‘real’ discoverer, as Newton was also a claimant to that title. But much more interesting 

is the metaphysical controversy, which had to do with the status of the infinitesimals, or 

infinitely small quantities: did these really exist, or were they just a metaphysical fiction? So, to 

begin with, why did Leibniz postulate these infinitesimals in his approach? 

Imagine a curve, such as a parabola, on a Cartesian plane. A tangent is a line that touches 

the curve at just one point in particular. How do we figure out the slope of that line, which 

expresses the rate of change of 𝑦 in relation to 𝑥 at that point on the curve? Well, normally when 

we want to determine the slope of a line, we find the difference between two points that lie one it 

– (𝑥1, 𝑦1) and (𝑥2, 𝑦2). Then the slope, the rate of change of 𝑦 in relation to 𝑥, will be 

determined as 
(𝑦2−𝑦1)

(𝑥2−𝑥1)
. However, in this case there is a problem: we don’t have two points, we 

only know one point on the line – the single point where the tangent touches the curve. 

Essentially, Leibniz says: we can still figure out the slope in the traditional way; all we need to 

do is suppose that the difference between our two points (because really we’ve only got the one 

point) is infinitely small.8 

This was appalling. What exactly does it mean for a magnitude or a quantity to be 

‘infinitely small’, and more importantly, how would we actually perform calculations with such 

an infinitesimal? It’s clear how to work with determinate numbers: adding 2 to a magnitude of 1 

yields 3. But if I increase 1 by an infinitely small quantity, do I end up with 1, or something else? 

                                                      
8 Leibniz, G.W. “Justification of the Infinitesimal Calculus by That of Ordinary Algebra.” In 

Philosophical Papers and Letters, Volume 2 (Second Edition). Trans. and ed. Leroy E. Loemker. Boston: 

Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1989. Cf. also Leibniz’s correspondences with Bernoulli (1698-99) and 

Varignon (1702). 
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And what would that something else be? We can’t seem to determine it, because we can always 

find a smaller number by which 1 could have been increased. Nevertheless, Leibniz’s method 

worked, and it worked better than alternative methods for about three hundred years, which is 

why despite all the detractors concerned about the metaphysical status of infinitesimals, plenty of 

mathematicians – not to mention physicists and engineers – kept on using them. When the 

Marquis de l’Hôpital wrote the first standard textbook on calculus in 1696, popularizing 

Leibniz’s method, he titled the book Analyse des infiniment petits. With infinitesimals, we are 

confronted with something absolutely indeterminate and imperceptible, but just like the petites 

perceptions, they cannot be nothing. 

So here is our first structural homology: infinitesimals and petites perceptions are both 

unassignably small, they cannot be determined, but still they must exist. But there is a second 

parallel: in both cases, Leibniz tells us, they become noticeably more than nothing – that is, they 

become something sensibly determinate, like an actual curve or a distinct perception, when they 

combine together. It is a combinatorial logic: infinitesimals and minute perceptions, on their 

own, seem to amount to nothing – but when they enter into relations with one another, they can 

integrate, crossing a threshold of intensity, and something distinct and determinate emerges. 

Take another of Leibniz’s examples, from the New Essays: sunlight wakes me up in the morning, 

as it gradually illuminates the darkness of my bedroom. At each point in time during this 

transition, the variation from dark to light is minute or imperceptible, like the infinitely small 

change in the slope of a curve at any point – but each of these imperceptible variations must 

affect me, since in the aggregate they add up to my waking up.9 Finally, consider Leibniz’s 

description of the infinitesimal determination of the will in the Monadology: “There is an infinity 

                                                      
9 NE II.ix.8  
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of shapes and motions, present and past, which enter into the efficient cause of my writing, and 

there is an infinity of small inclinations and dispositions of my soul, present and past, which 

enter into its final cause.”10 The infinite totality of past and present relations, inflected by my 

individuality, my particular distribution of clear and distinct perceptions, is integrated in the form 

of my actual inclination or determination. 

 

I’d like to make a few points by way of conclusion.  

First of all, what to make of this convergence of mathematics and metaphysics? This is 

not any Pythagorean realism. Rather, in both perception and the calculus, there is a shared 

underlying problematic: in both cases, we are dealing with relations of continuous variation, and 

not static objects. We might argue that Kant takes a step backward from Leibniz on this point: as 

Maimon will later claim, neither noumena nor phenomena are objects in this static sense; rather, 

there are objective variations, which we call phenomena, and their differentials, which we call 

noumena.11 Moreover, the continuity of variation forces that we posit infinitesimals and 

imperceptibles as transcendental elements of composition. Thus, the very structures of 

perception and mathematics both lead us constantly to think the variation of the continuous and 

the continuity of variation, to pose its intelligibility as a problem. 

Second, whether we consider infinitesimal quantities or petites perceptions, it is always 

the case that they can only be identified or recognized retrospectively, after the fact; they are 

retroactively posited, whether due to a posteriori recollection (I must have been hearing that 

noise all along) or a priori reconstruction (infinitely small differentials must constitute this 

                                                      
10 M §36 
11 Cf. Maimon, Salomon. Essay on Transcendental Philosophy. Trans. Nick Midgley, Henry Somers-

Hall, Alistair Welchman and Merten Reglitz. New York: Continuum, 2010. Pgs. 19-22 
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curve). In either case the argumentative structure for their existence is the same; the only 

difference is whether their priority is existentially temporal or simply logical. But in no case are 

minute perceptions or differentials the direct objects of conscious experience.  

Thus, finally, these are the objects of what might be called a transcendental memory: they 

can only be recollected or reconstructed, never immediately intuited or sensed. This 

transcendental memory has nothing to do with what is called to mind from a prior experience; 

rather, it is a matter of how a soul is imperceptibly determined, how a subjectivity is inclined, by 

the obscure totality of past and present unconscious perceptions. Here, with petites perceptions 

attaining determinacy in the synthetic formation of a transcendental memory, we return at last to 

our initial question about unconscious habits and mental automatism. It’s no accident that 

Leibniz brings up minute perceptions while denouncing the idea that one could be presented with 

the indifferent choice of turning either right or left: indifference is purely imaginary, an utter 

fiction, and under its abstract sign we always distort the nature of the will. However, the 

indistinct differential that inclines the soul to prefer one direction over the other is perfectly real, 

an expressive trace of one’s perspectival perceptions of the world; and the decision to turn, 

toward the better or toward the worse, only retrospectively and obscurely reveals to us what our 

unconscious memories already were. 


