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In this paper, drawing on Leibniz’s works and Robert Brandom’s
inferentialist reading in his 1981 essay “Leibniz and Degrees of
Perception,” the concept of perception, its degrees of clarity, and the
relation between these degrees and apperception (consciousness) in
Leibniz’s philosophy are examined, along with their role in the
individuation of monads. The main issue explored is the function of
perceptual clarity in differentiating monads and the relation between
clarity of perception and consciousness. In other words, if all perceptions
are in some sense distinct, why are not all monads equally conscious?
Brandom’s view, through his inferentialist interpretation of perception
and the introduction of the notion of a “discursive domain,” treats
perceptions as inferentially contentful, considering greater inferential
richness to constitute greater distinctness of perception. On this basis, a
model emerges that, while preserving the principle that each monad
represents the entire world, explains the varying degrees of monadic
consciousness and the distribution of expressive content among them.
Furthermore, in this model, apperception (consciousness) is regarded as a
higher-order perception that determines the content of lower-order
perception; thus, consciousness is conceived as an expanded form of
perception, and not every distinct perception is necessarily conscious.
Ultimately, this study offers a model for understanding the difference
between perception and consciousness, clarifies certain interpretive
ambiguities in Leibniz’s philosophy, and responds to objections such as
the problem of “bare monads.”
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Extended Abstract

This article offers a systematic reconstruction and defense of an inferential reading of
Leibniz’s doctrine of perception and degrees of perceptual distinctness, drawing on Robert
Brandom’s influential essay “Leibniz and Degrees of Perception.” The core question
addressed is how, within a metaphysics of monads that all represent the same world,
individual monads nevertheless differ and acquire identity; and, connectedly, how the
degrees of perceptual distinctness relate to consciousness or “inner awareness.” The guiding
thesis is that degrees of distinctness are best understood in terms of an inferentially articulated
notion of content—what the article calls the “expressive domain” of a perception—so0 that
greater distinctness just is a matter of a perception making more determinate, structured
inferential commitments available. On this basis, the paper proposes an integrated account
on which consciousness is a higher-order, content-specifying perception that depends on, but
does not coincide with, distinctness at the first-order level. This framework preserves
Leibniz’s principled claim that each monad represents the whole world while explaining (i)
individuation by differences in how that world is represented and (ii) the layered relation
between distinctness and consciousness.

The point of departure is a concise reconstruction of Leibniz’s representational
metaphysics. For Leibniz, monads are simple, immaterial, imperishable “atoms of nature,”
individuated by their perceptions and appetitions; there is, in things, nothing but simple
substances and in them nothing but perception and striving. Each monad represents or
“expresses” the entire universe from its own point of view: representation is intrinsic to
monadic nature and cannot be restricted to a mere subset of things. Yet not everything is
represented with equal clarity; rather, monads differ by the degree of distinctness with which
they apprehend aspects of the same totality. This gradation grounds a familiar threefold
hierarchy of bare monads, animal souls, and rational souls, corresponding to ascending
capacities for sensation, memory, reflection, and discursive thought. Individuation, on this
picture, is tied not to what is represented (since all represent the whole) but to how—and how
distinctly—it is represented.

Against this background, the article isolates a persistent tension in Leibniz’s texts. On
the one hand, he insists that not all perception is conscious; consciousness does not extend to
every perception, and bare monads in particular remain in a state of confused, dim awareness.
On the other hand, he links consciousness closely to distinctness by suggesting that
sufficiently distinct perceptions are the necessary condition for awareness. The problem,
then, is to articulate how degrees of distinctness can structure the whole landscape of
perceiving—conscious and non-conscious—without collapsing distinctness into awareness
or, conversely, divorcing them so thoroughly that the explanatory role of distinctness in the
economy of mind is lost.

Brandom’s proposal is to construe distinctness in inferential-semantic terms. The key
idea is the “expressive domain” of a perception: each particular perceptual state expresses a
set of accidental features (accidents) or determinations such that, from the occurrence of that
state, further claims about the represented object and the world can be drawn. Distinctness
varies with the richness and structure of this set of inferentially licensed determinations. Thus
two perceptions differ in degree when the expressive domain of one properly includes that



11 Robert Brandom’s Inferential Interpretation of the Degrees of . ..

of the other: the perception with the larger, better-structured set is more distinct because it
affords more discriminations and excludes more alternatives. This reframes the question
“What is it for a perception to be more distinct?” as “What further truths can be inferred from
taking that perception to obtain?”

A familiar toy example helps: let P1 represent an object as red, P2 as cubic, and P3 as
red-and-cubic. P3’s content includes what P1 and P2 already say and more; accordingly, P3
is more distinct because it discriminates the represented object from red spheres and green
cubes that P1 or P2 alone would not exclude. In general, the more determinate one’s
expressive domain, the more fine-grained the discriminations—and the greater one’s
perceptual distinctness. This difference in the inferential power of single perceptions scales
up: though every monad’s total synchronous set of perceptions jointly covers the full array
of accidents of its phenomenal world, the distribution of richer versus poorer perceptions
across that set varies from monad to monad and across time, and it is precisely these internal
patterns of distribution that individuate monads within a shared world.

A central payoff of Brandom’s framework is a clarified relation between distinctness
and consciousness. Consciousness is not identical to first-order distinctness; rather, it is a
higher-order, content-specifying perception that “expands” a first-order perception by
making its content more determinate in such a way that the expressive domain of the higher-
order state properly includes that of the lower-order state. When a perception p gives rise, in
the right way, to a second-order perception p’ that specifies the content of p—so that p”’s
expressive domain includes p’s—then p is conscious and p’ is the awareness of p. In this
model, awareness is a structural achievement within the inferential economy of perception:
it is what happens when the content of a perception is taken up and further articulated by
another perception, rather than a mysterious qualitative glow added from outside.

Two important consequences follow. First, while sufficiently distinct first-order
perceptions are a necessary condition for awareness, they are not sufficient, because
awareness requires the right kind of higher-order uptake. Second, consciousness can
preferentially attach to perceptions that are, at a given moment, undergoing such higher-order
elaboration—even if other, first-order perceptions with richer expressive domains remain
unelaborated and hence non-conscious. This helps explain a phenomenological asymmetry
that otherwise threatens Leibniz’s picture: why we are often more aware of external objects
than of our own bodily states, even if (as Leibniz sometimes intimates) bodily states might
be, in themselves, represented with extraordinary richness. On the inferential model,
awareness “follows the work™ of higher-order specification, not the sheer mass of first-order
content.

The article also shows how this approach preserves Leibniz’s ambition to explain the
individuation of monads without positing different worlds. In brief: the whole world is
represented by every monad, but the internal distribution of richer and poorer perceptions,
together with the patterns of higher-order expansion that generate awareness, differ. One
monad may capture a given swath of the world’s accidents in a small number of highly
expressive perceptions; another may require many thinner perceptions to cover the same
ground. Such differences in the “division of expressive labor” among a monad’s perceptions,
and in their dynamic elaboration across time, provide the materials for individuation.
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A potential objection, prominently discussed in the secondary literature, concerns bare
monads. Isn’t it a category mistake to attribute inferential structure to wholly unconscious
beings? The paper answers by distinguishing two levels of talk: inferential articulability from
the perspective of a rational theorist versus first-personal operations of inference by a subject.
Brandom’s point is not that bare monads perform inferences; rather, their perceptual states
can be described as carrying an expressive profile that would support inferences by a knower.
In other words, the inferential order is “outside-facing,” a matter of how the states represent
and can be used in rational reconstruction, not a matter of inner, conscious reasoning. Bare
monads thus represent without awareness and without “doing logic,” but their states still fall
under the same semantic constraints that, at higher levels, make awareness possible. This
move avoids anthropomorphizing bare monads while retaining the unifying account of
distinctness.

The result is an integrated picture. Representation is universal and total: every monad
expresses the whole world. Distinctness is comparative and structural: a perception is more
distinct when its expressive domain is larger and better organized, enabling finer
discriminations. Awareness is higher-order specification: a perception becomes conscious
when taken up and made more determinate by a further perception that includes it in its
expressive domain. Individuation is dynamic and distributive: monads differ in how
expressive content is spread across their total set of perceptions and in how those perceptions
are elaborated into awareness. And the bodily awareness puzzle is defused by noting that
consciousness tracks ongoing elaboration rather than the absolute richness of first-order
content, allowing external objects to dominate consciousness despite the possible inferential
richness of bodily perception.

By reframing Leibniz’s distinction between confused and distinct perceptions as a
difference in inferential power, the article both clarifies the explanatory role of distinctness
in the metaphysics of monads and secures a principled link to consciousness without reducing
one to the other. It thereby preserves the austerity of Leibniz’s representational monism while
meeting two interpretive desiderata: to locate a non-arbitrary measure for degrees of
perfection or clarity and to explain consciousness within, rather than alongside, the
architecture of perception. The inferential turn also scales to persistent interpretive pressure
points: it makes sense of the hierarchy from bare monads to rational souls by treating
awareness as a form of higher-order expansion rather than as a wholly separate faculty; it
respects the universality of representation while providing an individuation criterion in terms
of internal expressive distributions; and it answers worries about bare monads by keeping
inferential structure on the side of semantic articulability rather than subject-centric
inference. In this way, the account is faithful to the letter and spirit of Leibniz’s texts while
offering a conceptually tight framework for connecting degrees of distinctness, awareness,
and monadic individuality.
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