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In describing his attempts to delineate the diverse faces of melancholy, Robert 
Burton famously compares this task to that of “capturing a many-headed beast” 
(Radden 2000: 8). Melancholy indeed has an extremely variegated history; however, 
among the extraordinary persistence of its described traits, such as an inhibition 
from activity, paralysis and deep sadness without cause,1 two polar attributes domi-
nate: detachment and self-absorption. Moreover, its dialectical nature, which has 
kept interest in melancholy alive for so many centuries, has veered its examination 
less toward its pathologies than toward those features that endowed the afflicted, 
usually considered to be great men with exceptional genius, with special access to 
truth, manifested in bursts of creativity, abstract and philosophical thought, to men-
tion only a few.

It seems therefore that one of the consistencies running through melancholy’s 
history has been its association with philosophy. That connection has not, however, 
been stable in its characteristics, going from the Aristotelian link between great men 
(philosophers among them) and melancholy; the Renaissance association of melan-
cholic genius with medical imbalance attributed to the intense presence of black bile, 
assumed to generate detachment from the active life; the Baroque understanding of 
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1 In general, the melancholic mood is defined through its detachment from causality. In all accounts 
throughout its history, no actual event has caused a loss, and nothing is necessarily “discovered” in 
the world to have caused melancholy. On the contrary, the fact is that nothing has been identified 
that produces melancholy. In this context, it is interesting to look into two pairs of concepts, 
Heidegger’s fear and anxiety, together with Freud’s mourning and melancholia. Both pairs maintain 
a similar structure of intentionality/causality as opposed to lack of intention and cause. Also in 
both cases, the pathological (in Freud) or authenticity (in Heidegger) lack an object and thus proxi-
mate the definition of mood.
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philosophical rigor as melancholic detachment from the allusive visual world; and 
finally Freud’s curious comment, in which he admits, without further explanation, 
that the melancholic patient is withdrawn from any object-relations or active life 
although he does have what Freud calls “a keener eye for the truth.”

The spectrum of these accounts of the relationship between melancholy and 
philosophy not only testifies to the stability of the connection, it reveals that melan-
choly is not conceived merely as an obstacle to creativity and productivity, it is, 
first and foremost, depicted as a mood or state of mind that is positively associated 
with the impetus to think. This bond, however, poses one fundamental and dogged 
problem: How is it possible that a mood so persistently characterized by closure 
and detachment can be the same mood that gains us access to truth, which requires 
openness and involvement? If truth is not internal or subjective but the subject 
matter of philosophical activity itself, how do we reconcile philosophy with melan-
cholic closure and self-absorption? Furthermore, how can melancholic avoidance of 
action and the external world be associated with philosophical expression of that 
same world?

In what follows I attempt to unpack this paradox and offer a possible solution in 
the form of a productive co-existence between these allegedly contradictory 
approaches. The implications of exploring such co-existence reach beyond the 
understanding of melancholy’s special relationship to philosophy: They divulge 
the essential bond between philosophy and mood (or attunement) in general.  
I begin with an outline of Heidegger’s celebrated account of moods while focusing 
on the way in which they condition and determine Dasein’s being-in-the-world.  
I then suggest looking at this problem through Leibniz’s work, particularly the 
monad’s structure.

My aim here is not to propose a new interpretation of Leibniz but, rather, to use 
his metaphysical model in tackling what I take to be the essence of the relationship 
between philosophy and attunement. Rather than portraying the monad as inher-
ently melancholic, I explore the monadological system as capturing a relationship 
with the world, that is, I view this entity as self-absorbed yet open to the world; in 
other words, the monad is not melancholic but melancholically structured. This 
approach allows me to elaborate the special affinity holding between philosophy 
and melancholy while demonstrating the possibility of a productive link between 
the two.

I. Heidegger: Being-in-the-world

One of the elemental characteristics of Dasein, according to Heidegger, is the 
special structure of its being as Being-in-the-world. Heidegger frequently reiterates 
this premise from different perspectives and in different contexts. The importance 
of Being-in-the-world lies in its harboring many of the characteristics that Heidegger 
attributes to being and its configuration: Its encounter with the world as totality 



55Leibniz’s Monad: A Study in Melancholy and Harmony

rather than intentionality, abandonment of the classical subject-object opposition, 
avoidance of a causal structure in its encounters with the world, and so forth.2

Description of the internal structure of Being-in-the-world requires a special 
type of analysis, one that would retain that structure’s inherent unity yet simulta-
neously elucidate its discrete elements. As Heidegger explains: “The compound 
expression ‘Being-in-the-world’ indicates in the very way we have coined it, that 
it stands for a unitary phenomenon. This primary datum must be seen as a whole. 
But while Being-in-the-world cannot be broken up into contents which may be 
pieced together, this does not prevent it from having several constitutive items in 
its structure” (Heidegger 1962: 78 [53]).3 This unity, inherent to “Being-in”, is 
not, as implied, similar to that of water ‘being in’ a glass, or to a garment ‘being 
in’ the cupboard (Heidegger 1962: 79 [54]). Being-in implies a much more complex 
structure and determines Dasein’s own necessity by representing an existential 
state. This determines an encounter with another of Dasein’s hallmarks: It always 
has a state of mind (Heidegger 1962: 173 [134]; Heidegger 1962: 183 [144]) or, 
as Heidegger puts it elsewhere, “We are never free of moods” (Heidegger 1962: 
175 [136]).4

My aim here is to think about the convergence between the previously mentioned 
two components while developing the form of that encounter in order to illuminate 
the structure of Being-in-the-world and the role moods play in it. My question is, 
therefore, how is the intrinsic state of being-in-a-mood threaded into the structure of 
Being-in-the-world? Does it induce contradiction or collaboration?

A term useful for understanding the complexity and richness of this structure is 
Befindlichkeit (state-of-mind),5 which Heidegger conceived as the receptivity of 
Being manifested in Dasein and the way it finds itself situated within the world; 
And moreover, the way that Dasein finds the world within itself (the two should be 
understood as inseparable). Befindlichkeit therefore relates to both aforementioned 
characteristics of Dasein: It describes the special way of being within-a-world and, 
at the same time, describes this being as determined by how Dasein and the world 
find one another. Heidegger deliberates on the use of terms such as care, concern 
and mattering, all of which stress that ‘finding oneself’ has no spatial referents but 
is related exclusively to the manner in which the world enters Dasein’s circle of 
concerns and comes to matter to it.

The implications of understanding Being-in-the-world also refer to how the 
world becomes open to Dasein from within its own circle of concerns and the 

2 For further explanation of the nature of mood in Heidegger’s thought, see the Introduction,  
pp. 4–5.
3 Heidegger (1962). Hereafter for each citation, I also provide the German pagination in brackets.
4 The relationship between “mood” [Stimmung] and “state-of-mind” [Befindlichkeit] in Heidegger’s 
use, unfolds later in this article.
5 “State of mind”, as used here, is Macquarrie and Robinson’s translation (see their footnote on the 
term’s translation in Heidegger 1962: 172, n. 2). Dreyfus’s note on this translation and his sugges-
tion to understand Befindlichkeit as “affectedness” is interesting (Dreyfus 1991: 168 ff).



56 I. Ferber

special way it is constituted as something mattering. The association between 
Dasein’s Being-in-the-world and its constant being within a mood, indicates the 
specific way in which the world discloses itself. Mattering is, then, in affinity with 
disclosure: “Dasein’s openness to the world is constituted existentially by the attun-
ement of a state-of-mind” (Heidegger 1962: 176 [137]). Only in this way can Dasein 
be “touched” by anything or have a sense of the world as meaningful.

“Dasein is its disclosedness” (Heidegger 1962: 171 [133], stressed in the origi-
nal), writes Heidegger. Disclosedness is, however, quite different from any form of 
representation of the world or specific knowledge about it. Its distinctiveness stems 
from Heidegger’s rejection of the classic separation between subject and object 
lying at the heart of Husserl’s theory of intentionality (which Heidegger contests). 
The structure of Dasein as always Being-in-the-world, which constitutes the most 
radical demonstration of Heidegger’s critique of intentionality, is sharply marked by 
his statement that “subject and object do not coincide with Dasein and the world” 
(Heidegger 1962: 87 [60]). Dasein is therefore never discussed from the perspective 
of its psychological or even subjective nature but always from within its fundamen-
tal unity with the world. According to Heidegger, it would be misleading to think of 
Dasein as standing “in between” subject and object because once these phenomena 
are separated, it will be difficult to reunify them (Heidegger 1962: 170 [132]). What 
is decisive, then, is to “prevent the splitting of the phenomenon… to hold its positive 
phenomenal content secure” (Heidegger 1962). And so, despite Heidegger’s initial 
insistence on disposing of this separation, doubts remains as to whether any com-
plete separation can be accomplished at all (this ambiguity is evidenced in 
Heidegger’s repetitive use of the separate terms).

At this point I would like to shift my focus to Leibniz’s basic metaphysical entity, 
the monad. This move entails a departure from our discussion of Dasein as a human 
entity to another plane, more abstract or structural, as we explore the identity 
between Dasein and the monad. This shift is not unproblematic. I by no means wish 
to claim that Dasein and the monad are similar or even parallel entities, and it is not 
my intention to compare them here. The purpose of this exploration is to join two 
extremely different discussions and show how one can illuminate the other as  
I attempt to offer a solution to the puzzling relationship between philosophy and 
melancholy as necessary for understanding the correspondence between philosophy 
and mood.

As a preliminary, I find it necessary to note the interesting echoes of the special 
connection of Leibniz’s monad with the world, in Heidegger’s attempt to offer 
Befindlichkeit (state-of-mind) and Stimmung (mood) as alternatives to the custom-
ary subject-object relationship. I first point to what I take to be the monad’s proto-
typical melancholic structure (which I consider to be a specific case of mood), found 
in the relationship it maintains with the world it expresses. Consequently, I link this 
structure to Heidegger’s account of mood and its role in Dasein’s encounter with the 
world on the one hand, and to the two focal attributes of the melancholic stance, 
detachment and abiding self-absorption, on the other hand. In doing so I show that 
the monad is an entity whose closure does not hinder it from expressing the world 
of which it is a part.
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The case of the monad lucidly presents a state in which complete closure and 
detachment accompany an endless expression of the world together with the perfec-
tion of that expression. Moreover, the monad provides an interesting interpretation 
to Being-in-the-world, or the world as being in the monad, when viewed as a rela-
tionship avoiding representation and intentionality. I claim that Leibniz’s system of 
monads represents a paradigmatic concretization of the encounter between philosophy 
and the world, with the question of mood situated in at its nucleus. My reading 
explores the special structure of the monad’s encounter (or lack of encounter) with 
the world together with the imperative role mood plays in that encounter. I therefore 
perceive Leibniz’s system of monads as proffering a metaphysics of mood.

II. Leibniz: Expression

When thinking of the constitutive relationship holding between philosophy and 
mood (or attunement), it may be enlightening to turn to philosophical arguments in 
which this connection is implicit or latent rather than explicit. Such cases have 
special force in that they invite us to delve into the conundrums marking this 
connection.

If mood, or attunement, is defined, following Heidegger’s account, as an open-
ness to the world, an attitude incorporating the world within one’s sense of self, time 
and place, then the monad and its functioning, as continual expression of the world, 
exemplify attunement. Leibniz describes the monad as being in a continuous and 
unremitting correspondence with the world, a stance not rooted in an encounter with 
a specific object but in a perpetual accord, sustained with the world as a whole. This 
accord, following Heidegger, can be understood as an attunement in which the 
world as totality is engulfed by and expressed by the monad.

Leibniz describes attunement in various places and contexts, a sample of which 
follows, when accounting for the congruity of monads vis-à-vis the world: “every 
simple substance … [has] relations which express all the others and consequently… 
[is] a perpetual mirror of the universe” (MO: 648)6; “Each created monad repre-
sents the whole universe…” (MO: 649); “In the smallest portion of matter the 
whole world resides…” (MO: 66); “…expression takes place everywhere because 

6 Most citations of Leibniz’s texts are taken from the second edition of Loemker (Leibniz 1969). 
For each citation, I provide abbreviations, based on the initials of the text’s title, and the page 
number in the Loemker edition. The main abbreviations are: “The Monadology”: MO; 
“Correspondence with Arnauld”: CA; “What is an Idea?”: WI; “Principles of Nature and Grace”: 
PNG; “New System of the Nature of Substances and Their Communication, and of the Union which 
Exists Between the Soul and Body”: NS; “Second Explanation of the New System (postscript 
of a letter to Basnage de Beauval, January March 13, 1696)”: NS2; “First Truths”: FT; “Reply to 
the Thoughts on the System of Pre-established Harmony Contained in the Second Edition of 
Mr. Bayle’s Critical Dictionary”: RPH; “Letter to Magnus Wedderkopf, May, 1671”: MW.
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every substance sympathizes with all the others and receives a proportional 
change corresponding to the slightest change which occurs in the whole world…” 
(CA, 9.10.1687: 339).

However, the accord described has a unique character. It is not a simple external 
encounter between two independent entities, the monad and the world. Leibniz 
claims that a monad, having no apertures (“windows”), is discrete and consequently 
isolated from the world with which it is in accord. The monad’s openness to the 
world is, in fact, rooted in a basic impediment within its own structure: Outside its 
confines, the world is inaccessible to the monad7; rather, the world resides within it, 
in a peculiar relationship termed expression.8 In Sect. 7 of the Monadology, Leibniz 
elaborates on this relationship:

There is… no way of explaining how a Monad can be altered or changed internally by any 
other creature, since nothing can be transposed in it, and we cannot conceive in it… that any 
internal motion can be excited, directed, increased or diminished from without. Monads 
have no windows through which anything could enter or depart. (MO, 643)

Hence, despite their concurrent seclusion, the world is never independent of the 
monads constituting it; in consequence, every expression of the world is necessarily 
an expression of all monads. This raises the question of self-expression. Does the 
monad express itself directly or indirectly, as mirrored by other monads? Is its 
power of expression stunted when it comes to expressing itself? These questions 
reveal that a special form of communication is integral to the act of expression. 
Leibniz calls it sympathy: “This [form of] expression takes place everywhere 
because every substance sympathizes with all the others and receives a propor-
tional change corresponding to the slightest change which occurs in the whole 
world…” (CA, 9.10.1687: 339).

This account frames the inherently non-causal character of expression associ-
ated with the monad: Nothing external can directly initiate any act of expression 
within the monad’s confines. As a result of its closure, the world as an object does 
not reside within the monad; rather, it exists as an expression free of any causal 

7 According to Leibniz, it is only God who possesses this eternal point of view. He is the only one 
‘outside’ of any individual perspective or, rather, the only one with an all-encompassing perspec-
tive, which includes all others. The universe, however, is not equivalent with God.
8 Leibniz defines the relationship of expression, the monad’s principal activity, in several ways; in 
none of them is the relationship external. With this almost counter-intuitive structure of expression, 
Leibniz detaches the monad’s perception from what we usually understand by this term, and ren-
ders it completely internal. Leibniz illustrates his conceptualization with five examples: miniatur-
ization or abbreviation (See also, “…the monads produce something that resembles the works of 
God but in a miniature” (PNG: 640)); projective delineation; speech as expressing thought; char-
acter as expressing a number; and the algebraic equation. This five examples share one trait: with 
their help, “…we can pass from a consideration of the relations in the expression to knowledge of 
the corresponding properties of the thing expressed. Hence it is clearly not necessary for that which 
expresses to be similar to the thing expressed, if only a certain analogy is maintained between the 
relations” (WI: 207–208) or, as Leibniz formulates this idea in a letter to Arnauld: “One thing 
expresses another, in my usage, when there is a constant and regular relation between what can be 
said about one and about the other” (CA: 9.10.1687: 339).
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derivation stimulated by actual encounters with the exterior. ‘Expression’ thus has 
nothing to do with any direct or causal relation with the expressed object. It is, as 
Leibniz defines it in “What is an Idea?”, a state in which

we can pass from a consideration of the relations in the expression to a knowledge of the 
corresponding properties of the thing expressed. Hence, it is clearly not necessary for that 
which expresses to be similar to the thing expressed, if only a certain analogy is maintained 
between the relations (WI: 208).

By turning to analogical affinity, or to proportion or to ratio, as he does else-
where, Leibniz establishes the pristine closure he attributes to the monad. Lacking 
an opening, a window, the monad is secluded, together with its own history and 
future, in a mirror-image of the world it expresses. Importantly, because the monad 
lacks causal relationships with anything outside it, it is not only detached from its 
exterior, it is completely self-absorbed in total self-retention.

Why is the monad’s status that of inherent confinement? Leibniz presents a 
system based on detachment and seclusion, a system in which no communication 
between the monads is possible. Yet, Leibniz also maintains that all monads 
express the same universe. What we have here is utter confinement merged with 
all-encompassing unity.

This seemingly paradoxical formulation, according to which the same universe 
is expressed by substances that are not only completely detached from one another 
but also from the universe itself, is what underlies Leibniz’s special conception of 
individuality. Each monad, as a complete entity, expresses the same world from its 
own point of view (CA 14.7.1686: 337; PNG: 637), a point of view that individuates 
the monad. According to Leibniz’s principle of ‘the identity of indiscernibles’, no 
monad can be completely similar to another, otherwise there would be but one sin-
gle object (as in Spinoza). The infinite individuation of monads is shaped and deter-
mined by their different perspectives on the same world. Yet, these substances’ 
encapsulation and detachment are insufficient to maintain their individuality. 
Individuality is therefore established by the different ways in which the monads find 
themselves in relationship to something else. In that sense, monads seem to express 
a Heideggerian principle: Their being is defined and determined by their being-in-
their-world or, more precisely, the world being-in-them, and the specific ways they 
relate to this world.

Leibniz’s famous illustration of a city around which groups of substances are 
orga nized exemplifies how the same object can be observed from what Leibniz 
describes as infinite points of view. These perspectives not only define the monad’s 
individuality, they also amplify as they refine the representation of the world (in this 
case, the city) by enforcing variety in its expression: “That every substance expresses 
the whole of the universe, but some more distinctly than others, each one more 
particularly with regard to certain things, and according to its own point of view” 
(CA, 23.3.1690: 360). Hence, although the world in its totality exists in each individual 
monad, it is the monad’s distinctive point of view that defines which portion of this 
world is expressed clearly and which is not. What Leibniz conceives of as a ‘clear 
portion’ is that level of perfection in expression, each monad is capable of achieving. 
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Similarly, while the city in its entirety is expressed, what Leibniz considers the 
chimerical, unconscious “image” of the city remains only that narrow portion cap-
tured within the boundaries of the individual monad’s point of view that can be 
clearly and consciously expressed. It is as if the ray of its individuality defines 
the monad’s unique perspective.

The role each monad plays in the system, like its relationship to other monads, 
is thus determined by the specific and unique way in which the monad expresses 
the world. The system’s complexity thus emerges from the various levels of clarity 
marking the expression that each monad manifests. The specific way in which 
the world comes to “matter” to the monad, to use Heidegger’s term, is deter-
mined by each monad’s own, individual point of view. This structure (or relation-
ship characterized by “mattering”) is interestingly confronted in Heidegger’s 
discussion of anxiety (what he takes to be a fundamental mood)9; when he writes 
that “anxiety individualizes Dasein and thus discloses it ‘solus ipse’” (Heidegger 
1962: 233 [188]). Although Dasein’s possibilities are determined, its individual 
formation of mood (in this case, anxiety) is solus ipse, in the same way that the 
monad’s distinctive point of view provides the basis for its individuality. For 
Heidegger, these possibilities imply Dasein’s ability to “project”,10 to “sketch” or 
delineate its potential for action in the world; in Leibniz, possibility means the 
specific (and individual) way in which each monad has access to and expresses 
the world.

What determines the distinctive portion in which the world is expressed – the 
portion in which the world appears in perfect accord – is, interestingly enough, the 
monad’s feeling of its own body, and everything directly related to that substance. 
In order to clearly express that part of the world closest to it, the monad needs to feel 
itself, its own body, very precisely; that is, it needs to feel a distinct change in its 
substance.11 However, it is not simply the body and what affects it that the monad 
distinctly feels; in deepening his definition, Leibniz writes that it is the body in pain 
that we feel most clearly and thus express most distinctly:

The soul expresses the world according to the relationship which other bodies have to it. It 
expresses the parts of its own body more immediately. This soul must, by virtue of the laws 
of relationship which are essential to it, particularly express certain unusual motions of the 
parts of its body. This happens when it feels pain (CA, 9.10.1687: 339; emphasis added).

Leibniz posits that we have a confused and indistinct sense of our own body 
because we are so accustomed to it that we cease to feel its presence. It is only 

9 For Heidegger’s Discussion of Anxiety see, Heidegger 1962: 228–235 [184–191].
10 By “projection,” Heidegger means the existential structure in which Dasein marks its own limits 
by sketching its possibilities. Dasein can only understand itself through fathoming the possibilities 
through which it projects itself unto the world by planning and relating to its future (an existential 
capability not shared by animals). On Projection see for instance, Heidegger (1962: 184-185ff 
[144–145ff]).
11 Another well-known illustration Leibniz gives to explain the concept of confused perceptions is 
the roar of the sea, which is composed of noises made by separate waves (CA 9.10.1687: 339).
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instates of illness or pain that our body “reappears” before us in all its clarity, a state 
that motivates reflection:

So we also sense some confused result of all the motions taking place within us, but, being 
accustomed to this internal motion, we do not perceive it clearly and with reflection except 
when there is an important change as in the beginning of illness (CA, 9.10.1687: 339–340; 
emphasis added).

It is as if being in pain allows us to feel our bodies anew, and in many ways 
even redefine them. In extreme instances of pain, we suddenly seem to rediscover 
organs and redefine our body’s boundaries; put differently, pain is a state in 
which the attunement and accord we have with our own body changes and the 
lucidity with which we sense our body is renewed and deepened. Hence, the soul 
expresses most articulately what pertains to its own body when it is in pain. We 
can thereafter reorient ourselves to our bodies. The immediacy of our access to 
pain, whether physical or mental, can account for the clarity of our expression. 
What Leibniz hypothesizes here is a kinship between adversity and the clear, 
precise expression of the world. This means that the acknowledgement of pain 
and the special feeling of individuation it induces has the potential to bring us 
closer to clear and perfect expression.

Returning to the aforementioned account of melancholy, we can claim that 
just as in Leibniz’s allusion to the pain that intensifies feelings of the body, inten-
sification of the melancholic stance allows truth and lucidity to emerge. Stated 
differently, what we tend to understand as a pathological psychological state, 
conducive to symptoms of dejection in its sufferers, can also be shown to generate 
another, vital condition. The history of melancholy is indeed a history of psycho-
logical and physical symptoms, but it also reveals dominant traits that render it 
productive and generative. It is a mood that allows one privileged access to truth 
and meaning.

III. A Melancholic Harmony

The positive and productive relationship between melancholy and philosophy rests 
on a certain type of philosophical activity; clearly, construction of an affinity 
between melancholy and philosophy as such is unjustified. The assumption under-
lying my reading of Leibniz, an assumption responding to and reflecting the histori-
cal connection between melancholy and philosophy, demands that philosophical 
work be understood as the constant practice of expression and the unremitting 
attempt to perfect expression. I take this conception from Walter Benjamin’s work, 
which I have justified elsewhere in detail. And indeed, my approach to Leibniz 
originated in my work on Benjamin, whose texts reverberate with the pair ‘monad’ 
and ‘melancholy’. This current exploration grew out of an attempt to fathom 
Benjamin’s persistent interest in Leibniz’s monad (mainly in his book on Trauerspiel, 
dealing with the baroque theater active in Leibniz’s lifetime). The link I found 
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between the monad and melancholia can be defined as the paradigmatic state of 
mind dominating Benjamin’s work.12

In unfolding the problematics of the relationship between melancholy and phi-
losophy as they emerge from the aforementioned characterization of philosophical 
work as the practice of expression, I return to Leibniz. My claim is that the monad 
conspicuously contains the solution to the conundrum of the connection between 
the paralysis of solipsistic self-retention and the productivity of philosophical 
expression. The structure of the monad entails detachment and utter closure from 
the world on the one hand, together with an intensely vital expressiveness regarding 
that world on the other. My claim here is not that the monad is itself melancholic. 
Instead, I argue that the monad’s relationship with the world is constituted by melan-
cholic attunement.13 In effect, the same problem is confronted in the melancholic 
mood and in the monad: Both are imbued with detachment and both are fundamen-
tally inhibited from relating to the world.

Leibniz does not allude to melancholy directly, and is in fact known for his per-
sistent optimism. Yet, the structural elements of melancholy as I present them here 
are present in his writings on monads:

…in metaphysical strictness we are in a state of perfect independence as concerns the influ-
ence of all other created beings. This throws a wonderful light on the immortality of our 
soul and on the always unbroken conservation of our individuality, which is perfectly regu-
lated by its own nature and fully sheltered from all external accidents… every mind is as a 
world apart and sufficient unto itself, independent of every other created being, enveloping 
the infinite and expressing the universe, it is as lasting, as continuous, as absolute as the 
universe of creatures itself (NS: 458, emphasis added, translation revised by the author).

The radical independence of the monad, grounded in its detachment from external 
reality, diverts its gaze inwards, to its state of perpetual self-absorption. Yet, Leibniz 
continues, while activity is metaphysically necessary (Russell 1937: 44)., this activity 
is always spontaneous since no external reality can provoke it: “Anything which 
occurs in what is strictly a substance must be a case of action in the metaphysically 
rigorous sense of something… spontaneously arising out of its own depths” (Leibniz 
1896: 218), and elsewhere: “Except for its dependence upon God, all its actions 
come from its own depths” (CA 23.3.1690: 360, emphasis in original).14

Leibniz’s emphasis on ‘depth’ in describing the monad’s spontaneity is meant to 
accentuate its basic self-absorption, the sole stance from which the monad can 
structure its attunement with the world. Since all the monad’s predicates have always 

12 See Ilit Ferber, Melancholy and Philosophy: Walter Benjamin’s Early Writings, Manuscript in 
preparation.
13 It is interesting to note in this context that Leibniz gives happiness a prominent place in his phi-
losophy. For Leibniz, what I call a “melancholic system” is in fact very optimistic. That is, each 
monad maximizes its happiness by refining its expression of the world.
14 See also “a nature or an internal force that can produce in it, in an orderly way, all the appear-
ances or expressions it will have, without the help of any created being” (NS, GP iv 486/AG 144). 
Another version of this claim can be found in MO, §15.
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belonged to it, and since these predicates include the monad’s complete history, it 
follows that the monad’s activity and development in time are mere consequences 
of its own notions, spontaneously derived from its own depths, never from other 
substances.15 The monad thus encapsulates everything in a gesture curiously similar 
to what Freud describes as the “narcissistic” facet of melancholy. This lack of 
worldliness – or basic detachment from anything that might be considered as 
exteriority – is associated with radical inwardness and self-absorption, what Leibniz 
designates as being in one’s own ‘depths,’ a withdrawal not motivated by loss but by 
its own basic spontaneity or existential enterprise.16

Leibniz offers here a special type of melancholic solipsism. It is not that the 
monad detaches itself from the world and is fully absorbed in its solipsistic subjec-
tivity (as in Leibniz’s contemporary, Descartes). On the contrary, Leibniz creates a 
solipsism in which the world is incorporated in each monad, rather than left out and 
secluded: “It is clear from this that there is a world of creatures, living beings, ani-
mals, entelechies, souls, in the smallest particle of matter” (MO: 650).17 The monads 
are secure from absorption into the external world; yet, that very world completely 
exists within them and is present in their distinctive expression of it.

This melancholic stroke also encompasses another quality essential to the monad: 
melancholy arises when the impossibility of complete and perfect accord with the 
world and its expression is finally recognized. It is in this sense that the Baroque 
scholarly state-of-mind reputedly sank into dejection upon discovering the discord 
between the perceived world and its abstract mathematical and scientific formula-
tions (such discord can be taken as the basis for Descartes’ categorical doubt). 
Within the monad’s configuration, this facet, more closely anthropological than the 
others, can be identified in the substance’s elemental incapacity to express the world 
in complete, perfect clarity. There is always some obscurity in its expression, as 
well as a persistent melancholic attempt to overcome that obscurity. Melancholy is 
therefore inherent in the ‘limits of expression’ so to speak, and in the endless task of 
perfecting expression.18

This picture of an infinite number of substances, all self-absorbed and completely 
detached from one another, not only grounds the presence of melancholy in Leibniz, 
it establishes the centrality of mood in general. Stimmung, if we take Leibniz’s own 

15 This formulation is adapted to some extent from Russell’s account of substance. (See Russell 
1937: 43).
16 One aspect of loss is Leibniz’s “best of all possible worlds” – the choice of the best world inher-
ently entails the loss of other worlds. Another commonality between Leibniz and Freud regarding 
the description of melancholy is the constant working-though of the internalized object. In Freud, 
melancholy is destructive; in Leibniz, it represents a continual attempt to perfect the expression of 
the world or its image.
17 See also, FT: 270.
18 This can be thought of the philosopher himself when constrained by monadic concepts. It is 
specifically the philosopher who is rendered melancholic from his futile attempts to clearly express 
the universe.
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use of the term, is to be understood as accord, attunement, or harmony. Leibniz 
describes his system in various places as operating under the principle of 
“Zusammenstimmung” and “Übereinstimmung”. I argue here that the special type of 
accord and attunement that Leibniz offers, this “pre-established harmony”, should 
be considered the outcome of the melancholic structure found in the monad.19 This 
unique type of accord is based on the fact that no external relations whatsoever exist, 
not between the monad and the world, and not between the monad and other 
substances. This fundamental detachment reinforces Leibniz’s need for the pre-
established harmony within his theory. No means are available for monads to operate 
as a system other than submission to a principle of internal accord and attunement. 
Pre-established harmony can thus be conceived as melancholic harmony. This 
harmony is dual, established first by virtue of each expressive substance and that 
substance’s own spontaneity, and second by virtue of the common element that 
introduces harmony between all “expressive spontaneities” (Deleuze 1993: 134).

Yet, what does it mean to be in harmony with another substance without being in 
communication with it? How are we to understand the workings of a metaphysical 
system entirely based on detachment and inclusion? Leibniz writes that although 
there is no external causal connection, monads are not completely unconnected; 
they are, in effect, united in non-causal concomitance, agreement and harmony 
(CA 23.3.1690: 360). In a letter to Wedderkopf, Leibniz asserts that no reason 
is necessary for pre-established harmony since it embodies the “essence” of the 
monad. He writes:

What then is the reason for the divine intellect? The harmony of things. What is the reason 
for the harmony of things? Nothing. For example, no reason can be given for the ratio of 2 
to 4 being the same as that of 4 to 8, not even in the divine will. This depends on the essence 
itself or the idea of things….20

When Leibniz defines the nature of expression in the monad, he uses terms 
such as proportion, ratio and abbreviation – all of which stress the fact that expres-
sion, as a relationship, is not based on either complete similarity or direct causality 
(WI: 207–208). Pre-established harmony is, therefore, an internal state, expressed 
and reflected in the interior of every monad.21 On one level, an accord is found 
between each monad and the world it expresses; on another level, it is found 
between the various expressions of the monads and the accord existing among them 
(i.e., the fact that the very same universe is expressed from different viewpoints). 
The pre-established harmony is conditioned by the melancholic nature of the 

19 Although Leibniz attributes his pre-established harmony to the entire system of monads, he uses 
this concept mainly in his discussion of the body-soul problem. I nevertheless use it here in its 
broader context.
20 “…it is impossible for… [God] not to be affected by the most perfect harmony, and thus to be 
necessitated to do the best by the very ideality of things” (MW, 5.1671: 146). The necessity of 
harmony is therefore so great that even God is subject to it. This is the basis for Leibniz’s famous 
declaration: that the created world is the “best of possible worlds”.
21 There are no causal relations because every monad incorporates its entire history and future; as 
Russell explains, any external relation is therefore superfluous (Russell 1937: 134).
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monads and expressed in their different individual perspectives. Leibniz’s ‘solution’ 
to what I refer to as the monad’s melancholic structure is, therefore, the part it 
plays in the configuration of the system’s harmony.

Leibniz’s special type of melancholy-based harmony is related to Stimmung as 
music on the one hand and mood on the other. As Wellbery points out, the German 
word Stimmung encompasses both these denotations, capturing both inner feeling 
and attunement or accord with the world. In Stimmung, all distinctions between the 
internal and the external, the subject and the world, collapse. Heidegger clarifies this 
beautifully in his Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics:

We speak of a ‘laughing meadow’ and do not mean that the meadow itself is laughing, we 
speak of a ‘cheerful room’, of a ‘melancholy landscape’. The landscape is not itself melan-
choly [schwermütig], but merely attunes us in such a way, causes this attunement in us. 
(Heidegger 1985: 85).

The English word ‘mood’ also describes something that is not entirely objective 
(the landscape) nor entirely subjective (my own melancholic mood); however, it 
lacks the significant musical associations carried by Stimmung. The German 
Stimmung originates from the Latin concentus and the Greek armonia, both having 
strong musical connotations that the English “attunement” can only approximate, 
albeit with a technical accent.22

The different facets of Stimmung articulate the richness of Leibniz’s melancholic 
harmony. The central role of melancholy is found in enforcing the complete closure 
from which the monad approaches the world, a condition that reveals something 
substantial about the way in which the monad configures its ‘openness’ to the world, 
precisely from within this radical closure. If philosophy is to be reckoned as monadic 
in nature, Leibniz’s articulation of Stimmung provokes us to ask how, then, should 
philosophy itself constitute its openness to the world it seeks to express? In what 
way is an encounter from within closure so crucial to its operation?

I maintain that harmony is not to be understood merely as synonymous with perfec-
tion and order, or as unity in variety. Moreover, I claim that harmony should be consid-
ered more broadly, as going beyond the body-soul problem, the context in which it 
frequently appears in Leibniz. Rather, I will show that harmony’s musical connotations 
are crucial to unfolding the problematization of the monad’s special encounter with the 
world together with its philosophical implications. I therefore understand harmony as 
the state of being in accord with or attuned to the world, as setting oneself in a position 
of agreement with it. Bearing this in mind, I return to Leibniz who himself employs 
musical metaphors to describe his pre-established harmony.

To employ a comparison, I will say in regard to this concomitance, which I hold to be true, 
that it is like several bands of musicians or choirs separately taking up their parts and placed 
in such a way that they neither see nor hear one another, though they nevertheless, agree 
perfectly in following their notes, each one his own, in such a way that he who hears the 

22 Wellbery (2003: 703) and Agamben (1991: 55). In this text, Agamben links Stimmung and 
Stimme and claims that Stimme is more primary than is Stimmung by pointing to the voice’s 
structure as the most original and negative of metaphysical foundations (59).
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whole finds in it a wonderful harmony much more surprising than if there were a connection 
between the two performers. It is quite possible also that a person who is close by one of 
two such choirs could judge from the one what the other was doing, and would form such a 
habit (particularly if we supposed that he was able to hear his own choir without seeing it 
and to see the other without hearing it), that his imagination would come to his aid and he 
would no longer think of the choir where he was, but of the other, and he would take his own 
for an echo of the other, attributing to his own only certain interludes, in which certain rules 
of symphony by which he understood the other did not appear, or else attributing to his own 
certain movements which he caused to be made from his side, according to certain plans 
that he thought were imitated by the other because of the inter-relationship which he found 
in the kind of melody, not knowing at all that those who were in the other choir were doing 
also something which corresponded according to their own plans (CA, 30.4.1687).23

And elsewhere:

It is therefore the[se] present perceptions, along with their regulated tendency to change in 
conformity to what is outside, which form the musical score which the soul reads. “But”, 
says Mr. Bayle, “must not the soul recognize the sequence of the notes (distinctly), and so 
actually think of them?” I answer ‘No’; it suffices that the soul has included them in its 
confused thoughts in the same way that it has a thousand things in its memory without 
thinking of them distinctly. (RPH: 580)24

The two choirs demonstrate a structure of agreement devoid of any external 
relations or any communication between them. Yet, despite the lack of overt 
connection, a system does exist, constructed upon the principle of agreement and 
attunement. Each choir is in accord with the other, without each actually hearing or 
seeing the other. Each occupies a place in the overall harmony by simply singing its 
song; harmony is constructed out of this accord. Considered from this perspective, 
Leibniz’s use of the word “echo” elsewhere in the text is compelling since it alludes 
to a state in which the monad hears only itself, its inner voice projecting and echoing 
back to itself.25

The congruence between the two choirs, writes Leibniz, should be understood as 
a set of musical notes read by the monad. It is not, as Bayle implies, an external rule 
to which the monad consciously conforms. Rather, congruence is “included” among 
the monad’s internal and minute but indistinct perceptions and memories. This 
accord can only be intuitively felt, springing as it does from the depth of indistinct 
perceptions, in the same way that music is enjoyed precisely from the unconscious 
perception of its harmonic structures.26 The monad is in tune with the world, as 
Leibniz writes elsewhere, “like two strings tuned to each other” (NS2: 459).

23 Leibniz 1973: 188 (This citation is not included in the Loemker edition).
24 Another interesting citation that employs the concept of the echo is: “Harmony is diversity com-
pensated by identity; or the harmonious is the uniformly deformed. Praise is a kind of echo and 
duplication of harmony. If God had no rational creatures in the world, he would still have the same 
harmony, but alone and devoid of echo; he would still have the same beauty, but devoid of reflec-
tion and refraction and multiplication” (Leibniz, Opera Omnia, Academy ed., VI, i, 484, 438 
[1671], cited in Loemker 1972: 177).
25 Novalis defines Stimmung as “the acoustics of the soul” (cited in Agamben 1991: 56).
26 See Loemker (1972: 182).
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Music’s connotations enrich our understanding of the special character of the 
accord the monad maintains with the world. Its pre-established harmony is a form 
of listening to the world, of being attuned to it, of perfecting and fine-tuning its 
expression of that world. There is also the unique structure of musical harmony, to 
which Leibniz has an affinity due to its close connection to mathematical proportion 
and the wider category of order. Music’s richness and abundance, based on simple 
harmonic relations, also conforms to Leibniz’s principle of perfection: the greatest 
possible variety together with the greatest possible order (MO: 648). Musical har-
mony, as a fundamental metaphor of pre-established harmony, is the productive and 
positive solution that Leibniz offers to the problematics of melancholy. Within the 
boundaries of musical harmony, detachment and self-absorption serve as founda-
tions for the philosophical productivity articulated in expression. It is harmony that 
ensures that Leibniz will retain his famous optimism, which initially appears incon-
gruous with the aforementioned melancholic relationship. It is through harmony 
that we can trace the affinity between melancholy and philosophy, and between 
mood and philosophy as promulgated by Leibniz.

IV. Conclusion

The monad can be thought of as the condensed embodiment of the philosophical 
encounter with the world, rooted in expression. Through its study, we can examine 
questions of mood in general and of melancholy in particular. The monad displays 
mood, or attunement, through which it approaches the world and takes it in; more-
over, this attunement is the medium that determines the nature of this encounter. 
Furthermore, exploration of the monad is an exemplary setting for the presentation 
of the philosophical encounter with mood because it is neither a subject nor subjec-
tively constructed. Being a purely metaphysical entity, the monad does not provoke 
the risk of a merely psychological understanding of Stimmung, and is revealed 
stripped of all possible psychological and subjective connotations.

Hence, the monad embodies the non-subjective version of mood, in this case – 
of melancholy. This non-subjective character explains why in Leibniz, the melan-
cholic Stimmung encounters the totality of the world, free of any intentional 
encounter with a specific object. Within this context, melancholy thus radically 
raises questions regarding configuration of a non-causal and non-object-related 
accord with the world.

Heidegger’s use of Stimmung is particularly appropriate for this interpretation 
because Stimmung (in Being and Time) is what enables the primary, most prelimi-
nary discovery of the world; through it the world is more fundamentally disclosed, 
beyond what any knowledge or perception can ensure. In overcoming the dichotomy 
between subject and object, Heidegger not only fully detaches Stimmung from its 
psychological significance, he also grasps it from without, in isolation of any 
intentional structure. If we follow the lines of this argument, the monad, as I have 
shown, also blurs or, perhaps as in Heidegger, surmounts the internal and the external. 
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The monad captures a radical interiority intimately bound up in and interlaced with 
complete exteriority – with the world itself.

The importance of the figure of the monad lies precisely in the structure that  
I have termed the “melancholic”: An encounter with the world that originates from 
complete closure, detachment and self-absorption, a state in which the monad is 
attuned to the world (attunement understood here as internally constituted) while 
continuously expressing it. Melancholy, as presented here, is discovered to be of a 
status different from its usual conceptions: It is no longer a state of passivity and 
paralysis, deterred from any activity and inhibiting an engagement with the world. 
Quite the opposite: In the monad, melancholy proves to be the basis for a productive 
and positive state, a state in which the world is not concealed but disclosed. The 
monad’s melancholic structure therefore radicalizes how we think of mood and 
offers a model of melancholy metaphysics.
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