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Functions and Machines in Leibniz

TERASHIMA Masahiko™

Abstract

Throughout history, human beings have sought to understand the nature of
living beings—including animals and humans—by comparing them with artificial
objects. Among these, the analogy between organisms and “machines” has been
especially influential, though the meaning of “machine” has varied widely across
periods and regions, from watermills and clocks to steam engines and modern
digital devices. In early modern Europe, Descartes employed mechanical analogies
to explain animals and humans, famously arguing that animals are soulless
machines while humans, though also mechanical in body, uniquely possess a soul.
This Cartesian “animal-machine theory” sparked a wide intellectual discourse,
extending beyond Descartes’s immediate followers.

G.W. Leibniz, born fifty years after Descartes, also described animals and
human bodies as “machines” and their operations as “functions.” For Leibniz, the
human body is clearly a machine arranged for specific functions by its maker. He
extended this functional perspective not only to the body but also to the activities
of the soul. Yet Leibniz employed a variety of terms—such as “perpetual motion

9 <

machine,” “natural machine,” and even “a kind of divine or natural automaton”—
making interpretation difficult. Previous research has examined particular notions,
such as the “folded” natural machine emphasized by Deleuze, Leibniz’s own
projects of calculators and clocks, or his theories of mechanism and organicism.
However, no comprehensive analysis has yet surveyed the range of his expressions
concerning “machine,” nor has sufficient attention been paid to his concept of
“function.”

This paper therefore seeks to clarify Leibniz’s understanding of human
nature through a systematic examination of his references to “function” and
“machine.” Drawing on well-known works such as the Discourse on Metaphysics
and Theodicy, as well as lesser-known medical manuscripts, it analyzes how
these concepts operate within his thought. The study argues that Leibniz’s varied
formulations reveal distinct emphases, but collectively show his attempt to
interpret both natural phenomena and theological-metaphysical structures through

the intertwined notions of function and machine.
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ARISTOTELES
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Berlin: Berolini, 1831.
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7T | LR

DESCARTES

(T ETHT),

= Le dictionnaire de l'académie frangaise. 2 vol. Paris, 1694.
B (77787 ]

=Aristotle. Aristotelis Opera Ex Recensione Immanuuelis Bekkeri. Edited by Immanuel Bekker.

H (72785 £ (@) /A (b) 178 (77

[AT] = Descartes, René. (Euvres complétes. Edited by Charles Adam et Paul Tannery. 11 vol. Paris: VRIN,

1964-1974.
[AT. % (0 —~<HTFRILT),

LEIBNIZ

H (77€785)] LKk

[A] = Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz: Simtliche Schriften und Briefe. Edited by G.W.
Deutsche Akademie der Wissenschaften. Darmstadt and Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1923-.

[A. R (0 — < B RF)

B (0=~ HTINT),

H (U—~¥F/T7I7ETHT) ] L.

MR Z X AT T — < BT, WA T 7 €7 BT

[GP] = Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm. Die Philosophischen Schriften von Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. Edited by
Karl Imannuel Gerhardt. 7 vols. Berlin: Weidmann, 1875-1890.
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