Study Questions
The Infinite 395H
Topic  4


The Infinite in the 17th Century (Descartes, Leibniz, Newton)

Please read on the web page:

Samuel Levey, “Leibniz on Mathematics and the Actually Infinite Division of Matter”, Philosophical Review, 107.1 (1998), pp. 49-96

Bernard Aymon, “[The Contribution of Leibniz for the Quadrature of the Circle]”, Bulletin VSMP, June 202 

Background for further consultation:

An account of the same technique as the one described in Aymon:  Bos. “Newton, Leibniz, and the Leibnizian Tradition”, in I. Grattan-Guiness, From Calculus to Set Theory, 163-=1910.)

One of the original sources from which Levey draws is on the web page:

Leibniz:, “Infinite Number.”

Study Questions:

1. Distinguish among what Levey calls mathematical points, metaphysical points, and Euclidian points.  Explain how (on Levey’s interpretation, later in the paper) Leibniz can hold simultaneously that an extended body is infinitely continuous (and divisible) but that it is not actually made up of an infinite number of parts (or “points”).  Do you see anything similar to Ockham view?)

2. Sketch the dilemma that (Levey recounts as) Leibniz’s “labyrinth of the continuum.”  One horn of the dilemma genuinely leads to a falsehood, but the other consists of what he calls “Galileo’s paradox.”  Sketch the “paradox” and explain why it does not lead to a real contradiction.  

3. Explain how Leibniz can simultaneously hold: 

· a corporeal substance (a body with its governing monad) is actually divided into only a finite number of immediate “organic” parts each of which has a body and is a substance governed by its own monad;

· the body of a corporeal substance is extended, infinitely divisible and can be forced through a smaller aperture;

· there are no points as actually existing bodies or substances.

4. Explain Leibniz proof that (=1-1/3+1/5-1/7+1/9…. as recounted by Aymon (and Bos).  (For those without a background in the relevant mathematics, see if you can put into your own words what is going on.)
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