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Abstract
This dissertation joins the vibrant conversation in the secondary literature on
Baruch Spinoza, regarding the individuation of finite modes of the one
existing substance. The novelty of the approach consists of a genuinely
relational lens, which provides an alternative reading to issues and dilemmas
that have arisen in the field for decades.
The core aim of the dissertation is the identification of criteria for the
individuation of singular, finite modes within Spinoza’s monist system. The
analysis encompasses two main routes. First, the characterisation of the
notion of ‘mode’, contrasted with ‘substance’ and ‘attribute’. This route leads
me to examine several interpretations, which have attempted a description of
the core concepts of Spinoza’s metaphysics, and to propose a novel reading
that makes a robust use of the historical notion of distinction of reasoned
reason (distinctio rationis ratiocinatae) as a philosophical device capable of
rejecting the dichotomy between subjectivist and objectivist interpretations
of Spinoza.
The second route is the analysis of the internal structure of a mode,
which I characterise as a trans-attributal entity whose essence can be
described as relationally oriented power. Following this characterisation, I
provide an argument for considering Spinoza’s metaphysics of modes as a
genuine relational ontology. I conclude that the individuation of singular
modes in Spinoza can either be perspectival, depending on a causal point of
view; or holistic, in which case the process of individuation must account for
the totality of the ‘order and connection’ of modal causes.
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Introduction
The philosophy of Baruch Spinoza is dense with metaphysical notions, each
of which contributes to shaping his understanding of the fundamental
ontology of the universe. In his metaphysical project, individuals such as
humans, chairs, elephants, and cathedrals are identified as ‘modes’ of the one
existing substance. Thus, their individuality lacks any substantial support and
the criteria for their individuation are not completely transparent.
In this dissertation, I aim to clarify the notion of mode, and the degree
of individuality that this concept can support in the monist metaphysics of
Spinoza. While this issue is not – by any means – novel in the scholarship
regarding Spinoza, my approach to the problem transforms the question,
attempting a description of modes that relies on their intrinsic relationality.
I begin my analysis by establishing the strong ontological and
conceptual dependence of the modes on the one substance, in Chapter 1. I
clarify the relationship between Spinoza’s conception of modes (as affections
of the substance) and the competing understandings proposed by Aristotle,
Descartes, and Bayle. Successively, I approach interpretative questions
brought forward in the secondary literature by scholars such as Curley and
Bennett. My conclusion is that modes must be understood in terms of
properties, dependent upon the substance in terms of inherence,
conceivability and causality. I argue that this does not constitute a violation
of Spinoza’s monist metaphysics. I motivate this defence through the
distinction he operates within his conception of Nature, that can be considered
both as naturans and as naturata. This distinction is achieved by means of a
“reduplicative restricted enunciation”; this logical operation, I show, allows
Spinoza to attribute a predicate to a mode, without having to transitively
attribute the same predicate to the substance. I thus conclude that modes are
fully included in the substance, as its properties.
In Chapter 2, I argue that a proper understanding of modes requires
understanding the concept of attribute, through which they must be
conceived. I evaluate two dichotomic positions: subjectivism and
objectivism. Subjectivism understands attributes as existing exclusively in the
(finite) intellect of the perceiver of substance, thus rendering attributes (and
8

consequently, modes) an illusion. Conversely, objectivism reads attributes as
real features of the substance, on pain of sacrificing Spinoza’s monism. I
argue that the separation between these two competing understandings must
be healed by considering the role of the attributes in shaping their respective
modes. Thus, I infer that the relationship between attributes is mirrored by the
relationship between the modes of those attributes. I then proceed to present
the hypothesis that modes of the attributes must be understood as aspects of
the same trans-attributal mode. I argue that the distinction between these
aspects is neither a real distinction nor a distinction of reason tout court. These
options would constrict us, once again, in the diametrical and fruitless
opposition of subjectivism and objectivism. I thus propose to consider it a
distinction of reasoned reason, which distinguishes between real aspects of a
unitary distinguendum.
In Chapter 3, I expand on this hypothesis by analysing the concept of
‘aspect’. I argue that this notion is useful in understanding the relationship
between substance and attributes, on one side, and between modes and their
attributal aspects, on the other. In order to clarify this notion, I analyse the
work of Spinoza’s predecessors. I examine how the notion of distinction of
reasoned reason had come to be understood as a distinction discovered, or
recognised, by the intellect within the aspects of a real thing. I proceed to
isolate the logical and ontological requirements that shape the concept of
aspect in Aquinas, Duns Scotus, Henry of Ghent, Suárez, Burgersdijk, and
Descartes. The isolation of these requirements functions as a rough
description of the concept of aspect, useful in the interpretation of Spinoza’s
conception of attributes. While not arguing that Spinoza made conscious use
of the distinction of reasoned reason, I maintain that the application of this
philosophical notion can be the key to solve the mystery of the ontological
status of attributes. I conclude that modes, for Spinoza, are unitary beings,
whose aspects are declined in different attributes, just like the substance. I
assign to these multifaceted entities the name of “white modes”.
This unitary conception of modes is further analysed in Chapter 4,
where I consider their individuation criteria as a means to identify different
aspects of modes across attributes. I analyse the criteria proposed by Della
Rocca as ‘trans-attributal’ features of modes. This list of criteria includes
9

causal properties, compositional properties, and affects. Having established
this list, I set out to propose an interpretation that unifies these diverse neutral
properties under a common denominator. This further step is necessary in
order to avoid describing the correspondence of modes in different attributes
as a brute fact; something that Spinoza, a stern defender of the principle of
sufficient reason, would not have allowed. I identify this unifying common
denominator in the notion of power. I argue that causal properties, affects,
and compositional properties can be described as directionally oriented
amounts of power in Spinoza’s metaphysics, thus providing a unifying
account for the distinct aspects existing in different attributes.
In Chapter 5, I argue that these unified properties constitute the
identifying essence of each individual mode. However, this raises the
question of what qualifies as an essence within Spinoza’s metaphysics. In the
chapter, I expand on this issue, arguing that for Spinoza essences are always
individual (as opposed to essences of species) and that they are two-faceted,
since they encompass a durational aspect (actual essences) and an eternal
aspect (formal essences). Thus, I establish an ‘onto-temporal grid’, which
describes Spinoza’s modes across two axes. The first axis is the attributal
divide, established in Chapters 2 and 3. The second axis captures essences
across eternity and duration. I argue that the essence of each mode spreads
across this grid, and that each sector is characterised by specific properties. I
conclude this chapter by offering a picture of the individuation of modes
through their actual essence, in accordance with the image of relationally
oriented power developed in Chapter 4.
Chapter 6 is dedicated to my interpretation of Spinoza’s metaphysics
as an example of “relational ontology”. I proceed to interpret Spinoza’s
metaphysics of modes according to this lens, interpreting the third kind of
knowledge as a relational sort of knowledge. I then proceed to employ this
reading to offer an interpretation of the controversial Letter 32. Through this
text, I present my arguments for considering Spinoza’s account of individuals
as ‘weak’. With this term, I indicate that within Spinoza’s relational
metaphysics, a proper individuation of finite modes would require a holistic
account of every mode that interacts with it. I conclude that Spinoza’s modes
must be individuated through their causal and relational properties, thus
10

establishing a relational process of individuation for finite individuals in
Spinoza’s metaphysics.

11

Chapter 1 – Substance and modes

Introduction
In this chapter I analyse one of the chief relations – perhaps the chief relation
– lying at the very foundation of Spinoza’s metaphysics; that is, the relation
between the substance and its modes. This analysis serves a double purpose.
It allows me to set the ground for the metaphysical inquiry that is the objective
of this dissertation – the individuation of finite modes. In addition, it evokes
one of the most debated and rich issues in Spinoza’s philosophy, i.e. the
connection between the one substance and the multiplicity of modes. I shall
offer a range of different interpretations of this connection, with the purpose
of clarifying my own views on the subject. I then proceed to discuss how the
understanding of the substance-mode relation necessarily informs the way we
understand the individuation of finite modes.
The question driving this chapter is the following: what is the nature
of the relation between substance and modes? On this subject, the scholarship
divides on two main issues: whether modes are predicated of the substance,
and whether they inhere in the substance. The two issues are closely
connected, as they address the notorious question of the “logical type”
required by Spinoza’s modes. Indeed, the logical type generally associated
with modes – especially in Spinoza’s post-Scholastic and Cartesian milieu –
is not appropriate to the kind of objects exemplified by Spinoza’s modes.
Modes are usually considered to be properties, attributes or ‘states’ of the
substances they are attached to, predicated of, inhere in. Spinoza, however,
describes as modes objects that are commonly understood as substances,
therefore generating uncertainty regarding the exact interpretation required
by this notion.
In the first section, I present Spinoza’s definitions of substance and
mode. I circumstantiate my use of the two concurrent criteria of causation and
inherence/dependence and conceivability, contra Leibniz. I then proceed to
reject one interpretative suggestion, i.e. that modes could be parts of the
substance. I offer textual proof of Spinoza’s adamant position that a substance
cannot be divided, and that finite substances represent a contradiction in
terms.
12

In the second section, I compare Spinoza’s notions of substance and
modes to Aristotle’s and Descartes’. I discuss how these notions are received
by Spinoza and I follow Carriero in offering a brief illustration of the history
of the criteria employed in the definitions of these concepts. Furthermore, I
show how Spinoza modifies them to fit his ontological picture.
In the third section, I introduce Bayle’s famous criticisms of the notion
of modes as inherent in the substance. I mention three of his main arguments
against Spinoza. The first entails the inherence of contradictory properties in
God. The second attacks Spinoza’s conception of God, as lacking the attribute
of immutability. The third rests on the transitivity of a mode’s action towards
its substance, to conclude that Spinoza’s God is directly responsible for the
evil happening in the world. I offer counter-arguments for these objections
and connect them to Curley’s (partially) similar ones.
Curley’s objections are presented in the fourth section. I focus on his
charge that Spinoza’s modes are prima facie of the “wrong logical type” to
be affections. According to his reading, since the items captured by Spinoza’s
definition of modes are individuals, it is highly problematic to consider them
as inhering in a substance. I describe the consequences of his interpretation,
and present Carriero’s counter-argument. Furthermore, I present some
counter-arguments of mine, which contribute to reject Curley’s interpretation
in favour of a more traditional reading, identifying modes with properties of
substance.
In the fifth section, I attempt to describe modes in terms of properties
through an interpretation developed by Bennett and known as field
metaphysics. Under this understanding, modes would be regions of
substance, describable in terms of spatial regions, where certain properties
occur with more or less intensity. I present reasons to conditionally accept
this view, but I also identify two major flaws of Bennett’s system. First, the
fact that his view is developed through extension (space), which is only one
of the infinite attributes Spinoza ascribes to substance. Secondly, the fact that
Bennett’s interpretation ignores the distinction between Natura naturans and
Natura naturata.
This latter criticism guides my sixth section, in which I explore the
distinction between modes and substance in terms of two aspects of the same
13

Nature. I suggest how this distinction must guide any and all interpretations
of Spinoza’s metaphysics of modes, and I propose to discuss it through an
analysis of the concept of attribute, in Chapter 2.
1.1 – Substance, modes, and initial problems
One of the most central issues in Spinoza’s ontology is the relation between
substance and modes. This relation represents Spinoza’s position about the
very basis of what is commonly understood as ontology, i.e.: What exists?
And how? Roughly speaking, Spinoza provides his answer to these questions
in this excerpt from E1p4d: “outside the intellect there is nothing except
substances and their affections [or modes]”.1 However, the exact meaning of
this statement is far from clear, as four centuries of scholarship have
demonstrated. In fact, Spinoza proceeds to demonstrate that only one
substance can exist – God – and that everything else, including humans, cats,
chairs, and galaxies, is a mode of the divine substance. I shall discuss the
significance and depth of Spinoza’s monism in Chapter 2. This view contrasts
with the traditional and common-sense view that individuals must be
substances, a view held – in different ways, as I show in section 1.2 – by
Aristotelians and Cartesians alike.
In order to achieve my purpose in this dissertation – a formulation of
Spinoza’s identity criterion for finite individuals – an analysis of Spinoza’s
ontological position is inescapable. In this section, I shall present Spinoza’s
definitions of substance and mode, followed by a brief illustration of their
historical context.
In Part I of the Ethics, Spinoza presents us with the two definitions:
“By substance I understand what is in itself and is conceived through itself”
(E1d3). “By mode I understand the affections of substance, that is, what is in

Passages from Spinoza’s Ethics will be referred to by means of the following notation. The
first numeral refers to the part of the Ethics, followed by a(-xiom), p(-roposition), pref(-ace),
app(-endix), s(-cholium); ‘d’ stands for ‘definition’ when it appears immediately after the
part of the book, and for ‘demonstration’ when it appears after the number of the proposition
it refers to. Unless otherwise specified, I cite from The Collected Works of Spinoza, trans. E.
Curley, 2 vv., Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985.
1
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something else and is conceived through something else” (E1d5).2 These two
definitions proceed in a parallel binary fashion. Spinoza employs two notions
to define substance and mode: dependence (“is in itself”, “is in something
else”) and conceivability (“is conceived through itself”, “is conceived through
something else”). “Being in” something else, for Spinoza, is a relation of
inherence; “being conceived through” something else is a relation of
conceptual dependence that also expresses a relation of causal dependence,
as we shall see in detail in the course of this chapter.
An early problem in the interpretation of Spinoza’s ontology is how
to read the binary option offered by the text. Leibniz objected that he could
not make sense of the definition. It was impossible for him, he declared, to
discern whether the two conditions posited by Spinoza (existence and
conceivability) would have to be satisfied conjunctively, or disjunctively. 3
Must a substance in Spinoza’s sense be in itself and be conceived through
itself; or rather must it be in itself or be conceived through itself?4
This problem appears to be partially solved by tracking down
Spinoza’s references. Carriero makes an interesting argument by identifying
the corresponding definitions in several key passages of Aristotle, Aquinas,
Ockham, and Descartes.5 His conclusion is straightforward. “The two clauses
in Spinoza’s definitions of modes reflect the Aristotelian theses that
Curley proposes an alternative translation: “…the affections of a substance, or that which
is in another through which it is also conceived”. The Latin reads: “Per modum intelligo
substantiae affections sive id, quod in alio est, per quod etiam concipitur”. The translation of
sive with a disjunctive seems to be out of place in this situation, as Spinoza usually employs
it as a milder form of equivalence. Cf. also V. Viljanen, Spinoza’s Geometry of Power,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2011, p. 9.
3
See G. W. Leibniz, Textes inédits, ed. by G. Grua, Paris 1948, p. 278. See also G. W.
Leibniz, Die Philosophischen Schriften, ed. by C. J. Gebhardt, 7 vv., Georg Olm, Hildesheim
1960-1962, I:139.
4
Leibniz – who had received a copy of Spinoza’s Opera Posthuma shortly after its
publication – had at least another reason for questioning the definition of substance. He found
the definiens to be obscure, as it results from the reading note that accompanies E1d3: “For
what is it to exist in se?”; see Leibniz, (G I:139). For a more detailed account on Leibniz’s
criticisms of Spinoza, see A. Hart, Leibniz on Spinoza’s Concept of Substance, in «Studia
Leibnitiana» (14:1), 1982, pp. 73-86. See also M. R. Antognazza, Leibniz: An Intellectual
Biography, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2009, especially pp. 177-178.
5
See J. Carriero, On the Relationship between Mode and Substance in Spinoza’s
Metaphysics, in «Journal of the History of Philosophy» (33:2), 1995, pp.245-273, especially
pp. 246-250.
2
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substances are prior to accidents in being and in definition”.6 This helps us
establish that the two criteria must be considered conjunctively; for Spinoza,
conceivability and existence proceed on parallel tracks. Furthermore,
Carriero shows that the conjunction between inherence and causation is not a
novelty. In fact, this binary requirement is common among Spinoza’s
predecessors, as “in the medieval Aristotelian tradition…something’s being
a property of a substance and its being efficiently caused by that substance”
are not incompatible.7
Even though we can accept that existence and conceivability must be
considered conjunctively, this is not enough to dispel the definitions’
obscurity. We can still ask: what does it mean for a mode to exist in a
substance, and be conceived through a substance? The most intuitive solution
could be to reduce modes to parts of the substance. In this case, we would
have a ‘traditional’ pantheism, in which all things are parts of God.
This suggestion is strongly rejected by Spinoza. In E1p13, he asserts
that “a substance which is absolutely infinite”, i.e. his definition of the one
existing substance, “is indivisible”. In the scholium accompanying this
proposition, he reinforces the claim. “That substance is indivisible, is
understood more simply merely from this, that the nature of substance cannot
be conceived unless as infinite, and that by a part of substance nothing can be
understood except a finite substance, which implies a plain contradiction”. 8
In this text, Spinoza connects two significant ontological tenets of his
theory: first, that every substance is necessarily infinite. This thesis is
thoroughly defended earlier in the text (E1p8), and it situates Spinoza in
strong contraposition to Descartes, who relies heavily on the notion of finite
substance within his ontology. I shall discuss this at greater length in the next
section. Secondly, Spinoza confirms that since substance must be infinite, it
cannot be divided. I say ‘confirms’, because this tenet is introduced in
E1p12d, immediately preceding the statement of the indivisibility claim. The
argument proceeds with a reductio ad absurdum. If a substance were to be
divided, Spinoza says, each part would either retain the nature of the
6

Carriero (1995), p. 250.
Carriero (1995), p. 259.
8
E1p13s.
7
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substance or it would not. If it did, “each part will have to be infinite” which
is absurd, because substances cannot share attributes, since they must be
conceived through themselves (the requisite of non-inherence or independent
conceivability).9 But if the parts in which the substance is divided were not to
retain its nature, Spinoza asserts, “then since the whole substance would be
divided into equal parts, it would lose the nature of substance, and would
cease to be, which…is absurd”.10 The demonstrative strength for the latter
claim is derived from E1p7, which asserts the necessary existence of the
substance, i.e. that “it pertains to the nature of a substance to exist”.
Thus, Spinoza concludes that a substance cannot be divided, since it
cannot share its essence with any other substance, and cannot be destroyed
because its existence is necessary. Because of this position, we must reject
the hypothesis that modes – individuals – can be interpreted as forming parts
of the one substance, as the substance cannot have parts.11 Consequently, two
main options remain open. The first is to consider modes as inherent in the
substance, qua adjectival or trope-like modifications. The second is to
interpret Spinoza as only moderately deviating from Cartesian orthodoxy; in
this second case, modes would be interpreted as quasi-substances, causally
dependent on the substance but not inhering in it. This latter quasi-substantial
option is endorsed by recent eminent scholars such as Curley, and I shall
consider it thoroughly in sections 1.3 and 1.4.
Before moving to that discussion, however, I shall briefly describe the
concept of substance (and its correlation to the notion of modes) as it was
understood in the context in which Spinoza operated, a Cartesian postAristotelian context.

9

I shall discuss this in more detail in Chapter 2.
E1p12d.
11
For more detailed arguments about Spinoza’s mereology of substance, see G. Guigon,
Spinoza on composition and priority, in P. Goff (ed.), Spinoza on Monism, Palgrave
Macmillan, New York 2012, pp. 183-205; Y. Melamed, The Building Blocks of Spinoza’s
Metaphysics: Substance, Attributes, and Modes, in M. Della Rocca (ed.), The Oxford
Handbook of Spinoza, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2017, pp. 84-113; and Melamed,
Spinoza on Mereology, unpublished manuscript. See also sections 4.3 and 4.5.2.
10
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1.2 – The Cartesian lineage
In the previous section, I have presented Spinoza’s restructuring of the
notions of substance and modes. I have emphasised how the definitions he
imposes on these two concepts proceed in a parallel binary fashion, isolating
conceivability and dependence as the two criteria at play. A first result of my
analysis has been the rejection of what is traditionally understood as partwhole distinction; this simply does not apply to Spinoza’s understanding of
the relationship between substance and modes. As I show in the remainder of
this chapter, many different interpretations of this relationship have been
proposed. One of the reasons for this diversity of interpretation is the
controversial, if central, use of Cartesian terminology, which Spinoza
systematically reshapes. Although the exact bearing of Descartes’ influence
on Spinoza is still a subject of discussion among scholars, it is beyond doubt
that Descartes is to be considered one of the main philosophers with whom
Spinoza is engaging.
Descartes’ ontology has been interpreted as key to the overcoming of
the traditional Aristotelian understanding of substances and modes.12
Descartes defines these terms in several works, stressing different facets of
his conception each time.13 One of the most interesting definitions is found in
the Second Set of Replies to the Objections to his Meditations. “Everything
in which there immediately inheres, as in a subject, or through which there
exists, something we perceive (that is, some property, or quality, or attribute
whose real idea is in us) is called a substance”.14 As we can observe,
Descartes’ definition of substance is a posteriori; it starts from properties and
seeks their grounding. What is more, the definition of substance presented in
the Meditations is twofold: on the one hand, it provides the subject for the

Cf. E. Curley, Spinoza’s Metaphysics: An Essay in Interpretation, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge (MA) 1969, p. 37.
13
Several complete accounts of Descartes’ ontology of substance and modes exist in the
secondary literature. I could not mention all those I have found helpful. I shall limit my
reference to two of the most informative ones (for the purposes of an analysis of the
relationship between Spinoza and Descartes): M. Della Rocca, Spinoza, Routledge, London
2008, pp. 33-46; and Y. Melamed, Spinoza’s Metaphysics: Substance and Thought, Oxford
University Press, Oxford 2013, especially pp. 12-16.
14
CSM II 161.
12
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inherence of properties; on the other, it is the substratum that allows
properties to exist. The first is a definition relying on the “logical” status of
substances; the latter focuses instead on their ontological role as the
“receptacle” of modes and attributes. This twofold use of the concept of
substance has been called “the dual role of substance”, and it shall return later
in our analysis.15 Spinoza echoes this duality in his own definition of
substance, although he refuses the use of a posteriori definitions.
As I have mentioned above, in Descartes’ work different definitions
offer different highlights. In the Principles of Philosophy, we can observe
what is arguably the most crucial turning point of his ontology.

By substance we can understand nothing other than a thing which exists in
such a way as to depend on no other thing for its existence. And there is only
one substance which can be understood to depend on no other thing
whatsoever, namely God. In the case of all other substances, we perceive
that they can exist only with the help of God’s concurrence. Hence the term
‘substance’ does not apply univocally, as they say in the Schools, to God and
to other things; that is, there is no distinctly intelligible meaning of the term
which is common to God and his creatures. In the case of created things,
some are of such a nature that they cannot exist without other things, while
some need only the ordinary concurrence of God in order to exist. We make
this distinction by calling the latter ‘substances’ and the former ‘qualities’ or
‘attributes’ of those substances. 16

In the first part of this passage, Descartes describes his conception of
substance in terms that are strongly causal. The reference to inherence and
predication as requisites for substantiality, present in the Second Replies, is
softened in this text. Instead, the main emphasis is placed on independence as
a decisive criterion for substantiality. In the most straightforward
interpretation of such criterion (more apparent in the second part of the
passage), only God can be said to be a substance. In fact, everything else is
part of the created world, and therefore depends on God for its existence. In
15
16
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other words, two kinds of things exist: dependent things and independent
things.17 In the latter class, we find only one item, i.e. God. In the former
class, we find every item that belongs to the created world, including things
that can exist “on their own”, and need exclusively God’s causation, and
things that cannot exist on their own, i.e. “qualities or attributes”.
Descartes creates a multi-layered ontological structure that includes
‘proper substances’ (causally independent and logically independent/subject
of inherence), ‘secondary substances’ (subjects of inherence, but not causally
independent), and finally ‘qualities or attributes’ (causally dependent, and
logically inherent in a subject).
Spinoza reinterprets this ontological hierarchy, incorporating the two
latter categories into his notion of modes. The resulting picture includes only
substance and modes. A significant issue of debate is whether the latter term
– modes – retains the same criteria of ontological identification it had in
Descartes. That is, whether Spinoza’s modes are subjects of inherence,
causally dependent, and nothing else. The emphasis I place here highlights
the centre of disagreement in the interpretation of Spinoza’s understanding of
modes. To my knowledge, there is not a single scholar studying Spinoza who
denies that modes are subjects of inherence for predicates, i.e. that a human
body is soft matter, or that a mind is at times – most times – confused.
The second clause to consider is the causal one. As far as I know, no
scholar would deny that modes are causally dependent on the substance, i.e.
that the substance is the efficient cause of the existence of every mode.
Indeed, the contention within Spinoza’s scholarship arises around the
conclusion that this is (ontologically speaking) all there is to say about
Spinoza’s modes. In other words, interpretative controversies stem from the
characterisation of modes as exclusively dependent on substance in a causal
way. As I shall show in section 1.4, this is precisely the thesis defended by
Curley. Before moving to the analysis of his interpretation, however, one
further step is required. To make his case, Curley employs objections first
elaborated by Pierre Bayle, which I shall present in the next section.
As Della Rocca (2008) notes, “Descartes explicitly regards the deﬁnition of substance as
not univocal” (p. 35). This is a crucial point, which I return to in Chapter 6, in the context of
my discussion of the difference between relational ontology and ontology of relations.
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1.3 – Bayle’s indignation
In 1697, Pierre Bayle published his famous dictionary entry on Spinoza, in
which he dissected Spinoza’s metaphysics and recounted its “monstrous”
consequences. Bayle’s interpretation ties Spinoza’s metaphysics closely –
probably too closely – to its Cartesian predecessors.18 Thus, he argues:
“Descartes… den[ies] that an accident (mode) can be separated from its
subject…now since Spinoza was a Cartesian, it is reasonable to think that he
put the same sense upon those words as Descartes did”. 19 This is a surprising
remark. As I have shown in the previous section, Descartes and Spinoza hold
different views regarding the relationship between substance and modes. But
Bayle nevertheless holds that ‘accident’ and ‘mode’ are coextensive. What is
more, he maintains that the metaphysical ‘substance’ is coextensive with the
logical ‘subject’, just as the metaphysical ‘mode’ is coextensive with the
logical ‘predicate’.20 This is a problematic association within Spinoza’s
metaphysics, but – as I have shown in the previous section – it is not to be
taken

for

granted

within

Descartes’

philosophy

either.

Bayle’s

characterisation of the relationship between Cartesian accidents and
substance captures only the definition Descartes provides in the Meditations
and ignores the causal clause that plays such a big role in the Principles. It is
all the more strange that Bayle applies this conception indiscriminately to
Descartes and Spinoza alike.
It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that Bayle’s equivalence of
Spinoza’s logic and metaphysics leads him to criticise the consistency of
Spinoza’s metaphysical project. The most relevant criticism for our
discussion in this chapter is the alleged incompatibility of properties that
inhere in the same substance. As we have seen in the previous section, the
terminology that Spinoza imported from Descartes implies that a mode
inheres in its substance. However, according to Bayle, this produces an
Cf. T. Ryan, Pierre Bayle’s Cartesian Metaphysics: Rediscovering Early Modern
Philosophy, Routledge, New York 2009, p. 116.
19
P. Bayle, Dictionnaire, 5:221.
20
See A. Guilherme, On Bayle’s Interpretation of Spinoza’s Substance and Mode, in
«Revista Conatus» (3:6), 2009, pp. 11-16.
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infinity of contradictions. In fact, “incompatible qualities require numerically
distinct subjects of inherence”, but for Bayle, the only available subject of
inherence in Spinoza’s system is the one substance.21
In other words, Bayle held that Spinoza’s substance must equate to the
logical concept of subject; now, since every predicate must inhere in a subject,
all the existing predicates must inhere in the one available substance,
including incompatible predicates. Bayle brings Spinoza’s system to
contradiction by ignoring the possibility of modal subjects– i.e., modes that
are the subject of predicates.22 There has been some debate in the literature
about the fairness of this charge against Bayle. 23 It seems clear, however, that
Bayle holds at least that the inherence of a predicate is a transitive feature.
That is to say, if the predicate x inheres in Peter, and Peter inheres in God,
then x inheres in God. But if the predicate ¬x inheres in Paul, and Paul inheres
in God, then ¬x inheres in God, and God is x and ¬x at the same time – which
is obviously contradictory. In other words, as summarised by Bennett, we
could say that “If your ontology says that there is only one thing, then…there
is no difference between ‘The thing is F’ and ‘Something is F’ and
‘Everything is F’”.24 And if we admit that it is possible for particular things
to hold contradictory properties (which is evident from our experience in
everyday life), then ‘Everything is both x and ¬x’, or F and ¬F.
Bayle insists on this point, curiously producing examples within both
of Spinoza’s attributes, extension and thought. For extension, he resorts to the
wax example, of Cartesian memory. “It is evident…that a square shape and a
round one are incompatible in the same piece of wax. It must necessarily then
be the case that the substance modified by a square shape is not the same
substance as that modified by a round one”. When it comes to thought, Bayle
explains how contradictory it would be for God to be the subject of opposite
affects.
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If it were true then, as Spinoza claims, that men are modalities of God, one
would speak falsely when one said, ‘Peter denies this, he wants that, he
affirms such and such a thing’; for actually, according to this theory, it is
God who denies, wants, affirms… From which it follows that God hates and
loves, denies and affirms the same things at the same time. 25

With this argument, Bayle establishes and consolidates the thesis that
contradictory properties, or accidents, belong to Spinoza’s God. Before
assessing the validity of this objection, I summarise two other arguments he
presents against Spinoza’s conception of substance and modes.
From his first argument, Bayle moves on to argue that Spinoza’s God
loses the traditional attribute of immutability. Under a traditional Aristotelian
or Scholastic view, a substance is said to change when it acquires or loses
accidents or modes.26 If God – as Spinoza argues – is the only substance
existing, then every time a mode comes in and/or out of existence, then God
acquires or loses a mode, effectively changing. “The God of the Spinozist is
a nature actually changing, and which continually passes through different
states that differ from one another internally and actually”.27
The third argument brought forward by Bayle rests on the transitivity
of the traditional understanding of action, which entails that the causal agency
of an action performed by x, if x is a mode of y, is transferred to y. God is thus
responsible for all actions performed by his modes. Bayle passionately
condemns Spinoza’s metaphysics on this point, claiming that to defend such
a thesis “is to advance a thing more monstrous and chimerical than all the
deliriums of men shut up in mad houses”.28 The charge Bayle brings against
Spinoza is that his metaphysics directly implicates God in every instance of
human evil. “Here is a philosopher who finds it good that God be both the
agent and the victim of all the crimes and miseries of man”. 29 This last
25
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argument is perhaps the one with the least influence on the discussion of
substance and modes, as it can be easily rebutted – or rather ignored. In fact,
Spinoza does not ascribe any reality to the notions of good and evil, and
consequently to those of “crimes and miseries”. For him, our notions of good
and evil must be understood as cognitive mistakes, deriving from our
anthropocentric perspective, and reduced to the rank of “beings of
imagination, and not of reason”.30 I do not further investigate the
appropriateness of Bayle’s third accusation against Spinoza, as it is the least
relevant to my inquiry; highly persuasive rebuttals of his objection have been
offered by Melamed31 and Carriero.32 However, the presence of this argument
proves how seriously Bayle takes the association between the concept of
mode and that of property. It would be quite curious if Bayle had thought that
Spinoza’s modes could be akin to Cartesian “secondary substances”, which
are only causally dependent on substance, and still went on to bring against
Spinoza the charge of implicating God in these modes’ evils.
Let me return to the first of Bayle’s objections, namely the
inconsistency of properties inherent in Spinoza’s substance. Recall the
partially formalized version of the objection I presented earlier: if the
predicate x inheres in Peter, and Peter inheres in God, then x inheres in God.
If the predicate ¬x inheres in Paul, and Paul inheres in God, then ¬x inheres
in God; both x and ¬x inhere in God at the same time – which is obviously
contradictory. As we have seen, the crucial node is the transitivity of the
predicates from a mode to the substance, and especially to substance as a
whole. In raising his objection, Bayle reports the traditional formulation of
the principle of non-contradiction: “two opposite terms cannot be truly
affirmed of the same subject, in the same respect, and at the same time”.33
into ten thousand Turks… These have no other true sense than this, ‘God hates himself, he
asks favors of himself and refuses them, he persecutes himself, he kills himself, he eats
himself, he slanders himself, he executes himself; and so on’”.
30
E1app, my translation. See also E4p73s: “Whatever seems immoral, dreadful, unjust, and
dishonorable, arises from the fact that [one] conceives the things themselves in a way which
is distorted, mutilated and confused”.
31
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However, as Carriero points out, Bayle appears to openly ignore the
clause “in the same respect”. In fact, Spinoza has that clause present in his
mind when developing the metaphysical project of the Ethics, as he makes a
significant use of the Latin word quatenus to “mark out these different ‘ways’
or ‘respects’”.34 This use of quatenus as what is technically called a
“reduplicative restricted enunciation” appears in several logic manuals of
Spinoza’s time. Douglas explains how “by adding a restriction to a subjectterm, one can form a new subject-term whose suppositum is something
somehow less than the suppositum of the original subject (this does not
necessarily mean that the new suppositum is a part of the first)”.35 As a result,
“Spinoza can predicate P of God and not-P of God-quatenus-he-is-R without
formal contradiction, since there is no formal contradiction in predicating
contrary things of two distinct subjects”, the second subject being formed by
the ‘reduplicative restricted enunciation’.36
Spinoza makes extensive use of this logical technique. For example –
as Carriero shows – he uses this formula when he wants to emphasize that a
finite thing must “follow from God or from an attribute of God insofar as
[quatenus] it is considered to be affected by some mode”.37 Spinoza,
according to Melamed, “developed this respects analysis into a genuine art”,38
relying for more differentiations on the crucial distinction between attributes,
which I examine in Chapter 2.
Furthermore, the counter-argument that involves the notion of
“different respects” can be used to dismiss Bayle’s second objection, i.e. the
one concerning God’s immutability. On the face of it, this objection could be
more problematic for Spinoza, as he declares in E1p20c2 that “God, or all of
God’s attributes, are immutable”. As a philosopher who made it his core claim
that God is absolutely infinite and perfect, it would seem problematic for him
to include the everchanging world of modes into his notion of the divine
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substance. However, as Melamed notes, the specification “all of God’s
attributes” should not be taken lightly. 39 Spinoza – in the Ethics at least – is
committed to the thesis that God is immutable with respect to his essential
qualities. 40 Those qualities, that Descartes would agree include attributes but
not modes, are clearly not Spinoza’s reference when discussing the thesis that
finite individuals are dependent from God. The immutability of God, or
substance, explicitly includes the attributes (God properly, or qua extended
and thinking substance) but excludes the modes (i.e. God qua modes).
Therefore, Spinoza is not subject to Bayle’s second objection.
Finally, a further response to this objection of Bayle’s would consider
the distinction between Natura naturans and Natura naturata, which I shall
discuss in section 1.6.
In this section, I have presented Bayle’s interpretation of Spinoza’s
metaphysics, and I have analysed his first two criticisms of Spinoza’s notion
of inherence. I have offered some objections to Bayle’s interpretation. My
arguments have shown how Spinoza can resist Bayle’s criticisms of his
concept of inherence. Spinoza’s conception of the way modes inhere in
substance is more similar to Cartesian inherence than Bayle allows. In the
next section, I present Curley’s interpretation. A modern-days cognate of
Bayle’s reading, it relies on the problematic characterization of modes as
subjects inhering in a substance to propose a radical revision of Spinoza’s
metaphysics.
1.4 – The wrong logical type
Bayle’s criticisms of Spinoza find a sympathetic ear in Curley. He
acknowledges the strength of the objections presented in the Dictionary but
tries to salvage Spinoza’s metaphysics by redesigning its core concepts.41
Curley proposes an interpretation of Spinoza’s metaphysics that contradicts
any traditional understanding of the relationship between substance and
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modes. As I have shown in the previous sections, modes are, in Spinoza’s
language, comparable in a certain sense to properties. They are dependent,
both for their existence and their conceivability, on the one existing
substance, i.e. God. For Curley, however, modes should not be
straightforwardly interpreted as God’s properties.
Spinoza’s modes are, prima facie, of the wrong logical type to be related to
substance in the same way Descartes’ modes are related to the substance, for
they are particular things (E1p25c), not qualities. And it is difficult to know
what it would mean to say that particular things inhere in substance. When
qualities are said to inhere in substance, this may be viewed as a way of
saying that they are predicated of it. What it would mean to say that one
thing is predicated of another is a mystery that needs solving. 42

Curley denies that Spinoza’s modes could possibly be related to the
substance in the same way Descartes’ modes are attached to their respective
substances. As we have seen before, Descartes’ innovative formulation
describes modes differently from Aristotelian accidents. In Cartesian
ontology, a mode depends on its substance both in terms of inherence and in
terms of causation. The problematic identification of “secondary” substances,
which are not God and, as such, require God’s creation to exist, stems from
the concurrence of these two criteria. Curley views the inherence criterion as
inapplicable to Spinoza’s modes, which include beings that are traditionally
described as substances. As a result, he restricts their description and proposes
to read E1d5 (“By mode I understand the affections of substance, that is, what
is in something else and is conceived through something else”) as an
exclusively causal clause.43 As I have mentioned in 1.2, this is a key point of
disagreement within Spinoza’s scholarship. The interpretation of the
ontological status of modes as causally determined by substance has not been
challenged by any scholar, as far as I know. To designate this causal
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determination as the only distinction between substance and modes, however,
is anything but trivial.
Spinoza’s modes, according to Curley’s interpretation, are akin to
Cartesian secondary substances. They are subjects of inherence for properties,
and they are causally dependent on the divine substance for their existence –
perhaps more so than Cartesian substances, given Spinoza’s strict
necessitarianism. In other words, the “initially striking thesis that things
(besides God) are modes of God collapses into the rather more familiar thesis
that things (besides God) are (efficiently) causally dependent on God”.44 This
understanding considerably flattens Spinoza’s position. If Curley’s
interpretation is right, Spinoza’s metaphysics would be based on a purely
causal concatenation of beings. Therefore, Spinoza’s monism (i.e. the thesis
that only one substance exists) would be nothing more than a common
misunderstanding. 45 In fact, even if one substance (God) would still possess
a strong eminence over the others, a number of substances would exist.
A similar fate would be reserved for Spinoza’s pantheism (or
panentheism), i.e. the thesis that the world inheres in God or is coextensive
with God.46 Curley’s reason for rejecting pantheism is his more traditional
understanding of the ontological realm as including God as an independent
cause, and modes, as quasi-substances. Individual modes do not inhere in the
substance; therefore, Curley’s God does not include them. Pantheism and
monism are thus reduced to mere artefacts, by-products of the interpretations
that Spinoza’s philosophy has received during the four centuries that have
elapsed since its formulation.
The ‘normalising’ or ‘collapse’ interpretation championed by Curley
has at least one more disadvantage. It only partially accounts for the reason
why most, if not all, of Spinoza’s contemporaries perceived him to be an
utterly innovative metaphysician. Bayle, for example, concludes the second
edition of his entry about Spinoza with an ironic remark. He would withdraw
his criticism of Spinoza, if it turns out that he only meant his modes to be the
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equivalent of Cartesian secondary substances. 47 Spinoza, in this case, would
merely be “an orthodox philosopher who did not deserve to have the
objections made against him… and who only deserves to have been
reproached for having gone through so much trouble to embrace a view that
everyone knows”. 48 Of course, a philosopher’s reception cannot be
considered a conclusive argument for their actual thought. However, in this
case Spinoza’s reception emphasises the gulf existing between his and
Descartes’ ontological positions. The gulf includes, as a prominent feature,
the different status they grant to individuals.
Let me now move to a different objection to Curley’s reading. Recall
that he is motivated to defend his ‘collapse’ interpretation by Bayle’s
objections. He acknowledges their demonstrative strength and attempts to
revise Spinoza’s metaphysics in such a way that it is capable of avoiding these
objections. He holds that Spinoza’s ‘modes’, in the Cartesian context I have
described above, cannot be properties. Instead, they must be individuals.
Consequently, they are of the ‘wrong logical type’ to exercise the function
that most of Spinoza’s readers attribute them. Carriero has offered a rebuttal
of the latter argument that focuses on the notion of “particular accident”.
‘Particular accidents’ are metaphysical items which possess the
characteristic of being particular and universal, at once. An accident, in the
Aristotelian tradition preceding Descartes, is that which is not conceived by
itself and needs to inhere in a substance. Using Bennett’s example, we might
say that “as well as this box and the property of cubicness which it shares with
other things … there is the cubicness of this box”.49 That is, the particular
instantiation of the universal property ‘cubicness’ in this particular box is a
metaphysical item with its own existence. According to the evidence brought
forward by Carriero, this metaphysical position is largely and openly accepted
among Aristotelian philosophers. 50 In fact, for medieval Aristotelians, the
distinction between substance and accidents is a distinction of reality, i.e. a
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division within the realm of ‘real being’.51 Furthermore, this understanding is
echoed and confirmed by the requirement that individual accidents – in
traditional Aristotelianism – must be individuated through their subjects.52
The historical evidence brought forward by Carriero shows how it
might be possible to reinterpret Spinoza’s modes as akin to particular
accidents, i.e. particular instances of properties.53 The objection that they are
of the ‘wrong logical type’ to refer to individuals would then be, if not entirely
dismissed, at least greatly weakened. If modes are this kind of properties, they
can still function as designators of particular individuals, and identify objects
inhering in the same substance. If modes are particular properties, they are
not shared by many individuals; therefore, they can be used to connote and
individuate a singular object.
It has to be conceded, however, that Carriero’s proposal has the
disadvantage of still describing modes as properties – although as particular
instances of properties (e.g. this particular cube is reduced to its cubicness,
although it is its particular cubicness). A gulf still exists between these
properties and the individuals that they represent or identify. For this reason,
while it is useful in defending a traditional interpretation of Spinoza’s modesubstance relation against Curley’s arguments, Carriero’s reading cannot
fully capture the notion of modes as singular things or individuals. In the next
section, I present Bennett’s own counter-objection, which aims at revealing
Curley’s problematic conception of individual modes within Spinoza’s
metaphysics.
1.5 – Field metaphysics
The identification of the ontological status of modes within Spinoza’s
ontology remains, as I have shown in the previous sections, an open debate
in the literature. Curley points out some of the difficulties arising from
Spinoza’s claim that individuals must be considered modes of the one
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substance. Bennett presents an interpretation that is paradoxically aligned
with Curley’s ‘wrong logical type’ objection, but reaches quite different
conclusions about the relationship between substances and modes.
For Curley, the issue is that Spinoza describes individuals as being, at
once, inherent in and causally dependent on the substance. This generates
confusion or, in his case, rejection of the traditional understanding of the term
‘modes’, because it seems impossible to impose this term upon metaphysical
items that Aristotle considers ‘substances’ and that Descartes defines as
‘second substances’. Bennett wholeheartedly agrees with this line of
reasoning. 54 However, he uses objections such as Bayle’s and Curley’s to
develop a reading of Spinoza’s ontology which is “deeply committed to the
view that anything other than the one substance is adjectival upon it – is a
property or state or (Spinoza’s favourite term here) ‘mode’ of it”.55 In other
words, Bennett follows the Bayle/Curley criticism of Spinoza’s notion of
mode as pertaining to the ‘wrong logical type’ to advance a bold interpretation
that transforms individuals (or nouns) into properties (or adjectives). We can
immediately see how Bennett’s analysis is – at the very least – respectful of
the logical-ontological alignment of the two criteria provided by Spinoza to
distinguish substance and modes, i.e. conceivability and dependence.
Bennett’s understanding of Spinoza manages to draw an ontological
border between “things” and “properties”. The substance’s ontological and
logical independence puts it on the “thing side”; conversely, the modes’
ontological and logical dependence places them on the “property side”. The
difficulty is how to interpret the relation between these two heterogeneous
metaphysical “classes” without violating any of Spinoza’s principles.
As we have seen in section 1.1, one such principle is the indivisibility
of substance. For Spinoza, substance can never be divided, for this division
would result in its destruction. Prima facie, this tenet appears to give ground
to Bayle’s (and Curley’s) criticism, as the division of substance in different
quasi-substances could be the only way to avoid having contradictory
properties inhere in the one substance. However, as I have indicated in section
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1.3, an understanding of distinction (not division) based on ‘respects’ is
exemplified by Spinoza’s use of the conjunction quatenus. But this notion of
distinction, even though logically cogent, needs to be described in terms that
are ontologically coherent.56 I argue that Bennett’s interpretation is – at least
in its intention – one such description. It helps us to construct a framework,
in which to represent the modes’ individuality.
Bennett argues that Spinoza’s God/Nature/substance is a continuous,
but heterogeneous being, in which properties are not distributed evenly. The
distribution pattern of those properties creates “zones” of possession of
properties, identified as modes, which are comparable to “spheres of
influence”, or “clusters” of properties. 57 This is compatible with the broad
consensus of opinion that allows for modes to be the bearers of properties,
established in the conclusions of section 1.2. How, though, does this claim
square with Spinoza’s supposed indivisibility of substance? Bennett borrows
a term from the physical sciences, describing his own interpretation as “field
metaphysics”. 58
The basic idea at the foundation of field metaphysics is that Spinoza’s
substance can be properly described as a spatial field, which can be
distinguished into regions. An important caveat is that these regions need not
be parts, thus leaving Spinoza’s indivisibility of substance unviolated.
Bennett admits that an important prerequisite for his interpretation’s validity
is that Spinoza’s metaphysical thought “was grounded in the physical
world”.59 Therefore, the substance we are dealing with can be thoroughly
identified with space. This claim is not trivial, but it is worth conceding it to
follow Bennett’s argument.
The next necessary step is to equate space to substance. That is, the
space we are describing needs to possess the same characteristics as Spinoza’s
substance. Infinity (although admittedly not absolute infinity) is easy enough
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to grant.60 We can easily imagine space as an infinite field. The indivisibility
requirement, however, is not as trivial; and yet it cannot be given up, as
Bennett describes this as Spinoza’s “need for partless substance”. 61
Bennett constructs an argument for the indivisibility of (absolute)
space, closely following Spinoza’s argument for the indivisibility of
substance. If space does have parts, these parts must be regions of space.
Nevertheless, Bennett maintains that “regions don’t relate to space in any way
that would jeopardise the latter’s status as a substance”.62 In other words, if
space is “divided” (or rather distinguished) into its regions, this would not
result in its annihilation as a whole. Furthermore, the most dangerous threat
to the unitedness of substance, the conceptual one (that consists in conceiving
substance on the basis of the consideration of modes, a posteriori), is avoided
for space.63 The idea of the space as a whole, in fact, is not built up out of the
ideas of its regions. Regions of space are not individual objects, such as the
soldiers in an army. Space is not a collective, and its regions might well be
adjectival upon it. The substance, conceived as space, would therefore be in
itself and be conceived through itself, just as required by Spinoza’s definition
of substance.
To obtain “spatial modes” from this substance-like space, Bennett
considers the strong mereological difference between the concept of part and
that of region. A part of space is something that could in principle be separated
For this important distinction, see Spinoza’s Letter 12. The letter has interested many
excellent commentators, quoting all of whom would be impossible – even assuming a
restricted time frame. Among them, some of the most interesting are: A. Peterman, Spinoza
on Extension, in «Philosopher’s Imprint» (15:14), 2015, pp. 1-23; S. Dea, The Infinite and
the Indeterminate in Spinoza, in «Dialogue» (50:3), 2011, 603-621; M. Lærke, Spinoza and
the Cosmological Argument According to Letter 12, in «British Journal for the History of
Philosophy» (21:1), 2013, pp. 57-77; Y. Melamed, Hasdai Crescas and Spinoza on Actual
Infinity and the Infinity of God’s Attributes, in S. Nadler (ed.), Spinoza and Jewish
Philosophy, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2014, pp. 204-215; W. Klever, Actual
infinity: A note on the Crescas-Passus in Spinoza’s Letter (12) to Lodewijk Meijer, in «Studia
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from the rest of it. Furthermore, a hypothetical “external body” (i.e. an object
external to space but still extended) could insert itself between that part and
the adjacent parts of space. By contrast, a region of space can only be
conceived in conjunction with space itself. It cannot be separated from the
other regions of space, since it would still be conceptually included in it.
Moreover, it is not even clear what it would mean to push aside or move
around a region of space; let alone the problem of inserting a region of space
in between others.
From the conceptual point of view, the gain obtained by speaking of
regions instead of parts is even more evident. A region cannot be conceptually
separated from the idea of the thing of which it is a region. The same is not
true for parts, which can be conceptually separated from their wholes.
Regions are therefore conceived through space, just as modes are conceived
through substance in E1d5. We are now in a better position to understand why
Bennett thinks he has provided a solution to the “mystery” invoked by Curley.
Modes stand in the same relation to substance as regions of space, to space.
Under this interpretation, “particular extended things” are rendered as
“adjectival on regions of space”. Bennett provides two examples: “a blush is
adjectival on a face because the existence of the blush is the face’s being red;
and a pebble is adjectival upon space because the existence of the pebble is
space’s being thus and so”.64 Modes are then “ways of being” of the substance
in a given region (not a given “part”) of it. Contra Curley, the Latin modus is
returned to its original meaning of “way in which the substance is”, or
“modification” in that given region; they are decidedly not individual beings,
only causally related to the substance. 65
One advantage that Bennett’s interpretation has over Carriero
(according to whom, modes are trope-like individual properties) is that it does
not need to presuppose a new order of beings to explain the mode-individual
“mystery”. While such metaphysical economy is appreciable, however, it
may not fit Spinoza’s metaphysics, for the simple reason that the
metaphysical order of modes is explicitly affirmed in the Ethics. A second
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advantage is that it makes understanding the inherence of modes in a
substance more intuitive; at the same time, it shows how we can individuate
a specific mode (through the region that delimitates it).
However, there are disadvantages to this interpretation, too. First of
all, it does not get much further than Carriero in providing us with a notion of
modes that approaches that of individuals. Modes are still properties –
identified through intensity of properties, rather than particular instances –
but properties, nonetheless.
Secondly, it relies heavily on the attribute of extension to describe
Spinoza’s understanding of substance. This hermeneutic technique is
arguably applicable to Spinoza. As it will become clearer in the next two
chapters, extension is only one of the two attributes that constitute the essence
of substance. The other one is thought. It remains to demonstrate how well an
interpretation so entrenched in extension can explain modes of thought, the
more so since it seems highly problematic to say that an idea occupies a region
of space, or that space is modified by an idea.
A third disadvantage of Bennett’s interpretation might be the
indexicality of its processes of individuation. This disadvantage was pointed
out by Curley in a famous response to Bennett. Within field metaphysics, the
relationship between modes and substance would be explained in two steps.
Firstly, “claims about particular bodies are analysed as claims about the
qualities possessed by regions of space”. Secondly, “claims about regions of
space are analysed as claims about some properties that space has ‘locally’…
where ‘locally’ is, as Bennett puts it, ‘just a placeholder for whatever adverb
would do the job’”. 66
Curley criticises precisely this individuation of modes through
‘locally’ identified intensities of properties. If modes are to be individuated
through this ‘local’ account, the process of individuation would only rely on
indexical adverbs. Adverbs like ‘over here’ or ‘there’, are used to replace the
quasi-substantial language of “the mode M is P”, or “the mode M has the
property P”. The final result (after an intermediate step, “the space region R
E. Curley, On Bennett’s Interpretation of Spinoza’s Monism, in Y. Yovel (ed.), Spinoza by
2000, v. I – God and Nature: Spinoza’s Metaphysics, Brill, Leiden 1991, pp. 35-51, p. 41.
66
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is P”) would be “space is P over here”.67 Curley’s objection to this substitution
system highlights a reference problem. If space regions – and ultimately space
– have to be described through indexical adverbs, their reference can only be
pointing at an “I-now viewpoint”. Thus, Curley argues, “they implicitly make
reference to things other than the one thing which is supposed, on the field
metaphysic, to be the only thing to which reference is ultimately made, the
only thing there is to refer to”.68 To be sure, this “only thing” would be
Spinoza’s one substance.
I contend that this criticism highlights what is really a positive feature
of the field metaphysics interpretation. Curley is preoccupied by the loss of
absolute reference that would occur if individual modes were properties of
the one substance. This “relative” reference would need to take seriously the
possibility of referring to modes, without modes being substance. As I argue
in Chapter 6, this may be one of the most innovative features of Spinoza’s
philosophy. The indexicality of the modes’ individuation indicates a wellrooted relationality in the very essence of Spinoza’s beings. However, to
make sense of this notion one needs to elaborate on the equivocity of
Spinoza’s notion of substance, which distinguishes it in Natura naturans and
Natura naturata, a task I undertake in the next section.
I have presented Bennett’s interpretation of the relationship between
Spinoza’s substance and modes and shown how the development of his
interpretation strongly relies on spatial notions, which make it possible to
“localise” – rather than individuate – modes as regions of substance. I have
presented the advantages that this interpretation has over Curley’s and
Carriero’s. However, I have also highlighted some problems that this
understanding of the substance-mode relationship presents, namely its
unjustified indexicality and its descriptive asymmetry, which privileges the
attribute of extension. A partial solution shall be offered in the next section,
where I address Spinoza’s argument for the distinction of Nature into
naturans and naturata.
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1.6 – One substance, two respects
In responding to Bayle’s and Curley’s objections to a straightforward
understanding of Spinoza’s metaphysics, I indicated that the solution lies in
the “respect analysis” that the Ethics provides us with. Perhaps the clearest
example of this analysis appears in the scholium to E1p29. Spinoza
distinguishes between two “respects” or “aspects” of what he calls Nature.
The first aspect is Natura naturans, i.e. “what is in itself and is conceived
through itself, or such attributes of substance as express an eternal and infinite
essence”. The characterisation of this aspect of Nature is associated with God
(“insofar as he is considered a free cause”) and falls exactly under the
definition of substance (E1d3).
The second aspect of Nature is Natura naturata, which Spinoza
defines as “whatever follows from the necessity of God’s nature…that is, all
the modes of God’s attributes insofar as they are considered as things which
are in God, and can neither be nor be conceived without God”. The last
sentence of this definition refers to the definition of modes (E1d5). They are
identified as following “from the necessity of God’s nature” or essence, and
as “things which are in God”. Once again, Spinoza affirms the double relation
of causal dependence and inherence. That which is causally dependent on,
and inherent in, something else is a mode; that which is causally independent
and does not inhere in anything else is substance.
The distinction between these two aspects is established by means of
the ‘reduplication’ operation that I described in section 1.3. Spinoza makes
use of the quatenus operator to describe the connection and distinction
between Natura naturans and naturata. This allows him to ‘reduplicate’ the
subject without creating a contradiction. The first term indicates
God/substance quatenus (insofar as) he is considered a free cause – a term
that for Spinoza designates an infinite and eternal being, bound by no
necessity but its own. The second term indicates God/substance quatenus
singular things are considered to be in the substance, on which they causally
and conceptually depend. In other words, substance grounds modes.69
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This interpretation amounts to a rebuttal of objections such as Curley’s
and Bayle’s. Spinoza’s metaphysical system allows him to consider
God/substance in two different respects, which are not counterposed. Instead,
Natura qua naturata is an expression of Natura qua naturans. Modes are not
“external” to substance but inhere in it. Spinoza is consequently not violating
the principle of non-contradiction when affirming contradicting properties of
different modes. The relation established by Spinoza’s subject reduplication
does not include a transitivity of properties.70 Consequently, the mode x being
p (or possessing the property p) does not imply that it is impossible for mode
y to be ¬p, because these properties are not transferred to their subject of
inherence, i.e. Nature.
The two senses in which Spinoza understands Nature, however, also
pose a significant threat to Bennett’s interpretation. His field metaphysics
reading is conditional on the fact that Spinoza’s monism encompasses the
whole of reality, flattening the distinction between naturata and naturans.
Bennett himself stresses this point by saying that “the only thing which meets
the strictest conditions for being a substance…is the whole of reality”.71
According to Bennett, this assumption is justified by a considerable amount
of textual evidence. He especially emphasises E2l7s, which is part of Part II’s
Physical Digression. There, Spinoza appears to show how the whole of the
universe (or reality) can undergo an alteration without undergoing a formal
change (that is, an essential one). “The whole of Nature”, Spinoza says, “is
one individual whose parts—that is, all bodies—vary in infinite ways without
any change of the whole individual”. 72
I find it interesting that the text selected by Bennett to defend his view
mentions Nature but does not provide us with the “respect” under which
Nature is to be understood. My reading of this text is that Spinoza must be
referring here to Nature qua naturata. That is to say, he is arguing that the
totality of modes is subject to being understood as one individual;
furthermore, he is implying that this latter individual can be divided in parts
(all bodies). However, thanks to the reduplication of subject developed
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through the quatenus clause, Spinoza is not committed to the thesis that the
part-whole relation refers to substance, since he is not committed to the
transitivity of properties from modes (even their totality) to substance. In this
respect, I fully agree with Melamed’s claim that “Spinoza would strongly
reject that the indivisible substance…is a bundle of properties”. 73 This
rejection, however, does not extend to substance, insofar as it is conceived as
modified (i.e. naturata). Modes can be a bundle of properties, even though
the substance cannot be qualified as such.
What is, then, the connection between modes and substance? I shall
propose that Spinoza defends a view that is radically asymmetric. Modes
inhere in substance and depend on it. This dependence is at once conceptual
(they cannot be conceived without substance) and causal (they are caused by
substance). However, substance does not depend on modes and it is conceived
regardless of its modes. This important characteristic of Spinoza’s conception
of modes and substance must guide our understanding of their reciprocal
relation.
As I have indicated in previous sections, I agree with views that
consider Spinoza’s modes as particular instantiations of qualities (as proposed
by Carriero and also, independently, by Jarrett).74 The important clause that I
wish to add to these interpretations, however, is that they must not entail that
the reality of modes can retroactively “form” or determine the expression of
substance. This would violate the asymmetry present in Spinoza’s definition
of substance and mode. The same clause is meant to tame the scope of
Bennett’s field metaphysics interpretation, too. The description of modes as
local instantiations of qualities is indeed helpful insofar as it provides us with
a view of inherence that does not violate Spinoza’s metaphysics of
dependence. However, it cannot be pushed to describe Natura qua naturans.
The reality of qualities must be kept at the determined level of modes, Natura
naturata, as the opposite would violate the dependence clause and the
reduplication of subject.75
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A similar restriction must be applied to the “extension problem”
connected to Bennett’s field metaphysics interpretation, i.e. the fact that field
metaphysics apparently demands to be conceived through extension.
Bennett’s description of Spinoza’s metaphysics of modes relies for its genesis
and examples on the non-trivial premise that Spinoza’s ontology can be
properly described through one attribute, namely extension. However, the
theory of attributes emerging from the Ethics and the rest of Spinoza’s corpus
demands an extensive analysis in order to be approached. I address this issue
in the next chapter, where I argue in favour of an analogical approach that can
overcome the attributal barriers set by Spinoza.
However, I maintain that we can conclude, as a partial result of this
chapter, that Spinoza’s metaphysics of modes cannot entail just causal
dependence of modes on substance. Nor can the relation between the two be
a part-whole one. After rejecting these two options, I have presented other
possible solutions, including those that consider modes along the lines of
trope-like individual properties (à la Carriero), or ‘zones’ of properties’
distribution (à la Bennett). For the purposes of my argument, I need not
commit to any particular one among these interpretations. As will become
clearer in succeeding chapters, it is sufficient (and necessary) for my thesis
that modes:
a) inhere in substance;
b) causally depend on substance;
c) are properties. This requirement is intended to preserve their status as
modes and avoid transforming them into quasi-substances.
As all suggested interpretations possess these requisites, I do not wish to
commit to any of them here. Whether modes are considered as tropes,
individual universals, or region-like bundles of properties (as long as the latter
is not intended exclusively under the attribute of extension), they all fulfil the
three requirements posited above. A fourth requirement, which is not directly
connected to the status of modes as metaphysical items, is their heterogeneity
with respect with the substance. Natura naturata and Natura naturans are
ultimately irreducible ontological realms – the substance understood as
substance can only be described by the latter, while the affections of
substance must fall under the former.
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One missing link in this description is the notion of attribute. In
Spinoza’s metaphysics, both substance and modes must be understood
through attributes, and the dependence of the modes on the substance is often
described in attributal terms. However, as I have signalled throughout this
chapter, Spinoza’s conception of attributes in not trivial and has given rise to
one of the most interesting debates in Spinoza’s scholarship. In the next
chapter, I address this issue and investigate the nature of attributes and their
relationship to the substance and its modes.
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Chapter 2 – The ontological nature of attributes

Introduction
As I have argued in the previous chapter, Spinoza’s account of the
relationship between modes and substance is not self-sufficient. In order to
develop it, he needs one more concept – the concept of attribute. However,
attributes are not free of ambiguities within the context of Spinoza’s
metaphysics. In particular, at least one crucial articulation of the meaning of
attribute requires clarification. Given Spinoza’s monism of substance, are
attributes real features of substance that possess a relative ontological
independence? Or are they, rather, better conceived as epiphenomena, i.e.
features that the intellect applies to substance in order to be able to conceive
of it? And in the latter case, which intellect is supposed to perform the above
application: the infinite, divine intellect or finite, human ones?
The view that attributes are real features of substance and, as such,
really existing within substance, has been denominated “objectivism”.
Conversely, the view that attributes are ideas in the intellect has been named
“subjectivism”. In this chapter, I provide an account of both these
interpretations, attempting to shed light on their strengths and weaknesses.
In the first section, I present the subjectivist account, which holds that
attributes exist exclusively in the intellect. In the second section, I turn to
present the objectivist arguments, which defend the ontological reality of
attributes as features of substance. In the same section, I raise a problem that
is crucial to the defence of an objectivist understanding: how can Spinoza
hold that substance monism is true, while defending a real plurality of
attributes?
In the third section, I discuss a proposal by Della Rocca that attempts
to reconcile objectivism with substance monism. However, I argue that Della
Rocca’s argument is not convincing. Part of the reason for this is that the
argument isolates attributes from their modes, and in doing so prevents them
from being fully described. As an alternative strategy, I propose to show how
objectivists could argue for the correspondence of modes in different
attributes, while defending the thesis that they are “one and the same thing”.
This strategy rests on the assumption that an isomorphic relation ties modes
42

in different attributes (on one side) and different attributes of substance (on
the other side). In the fourth section, I describe several possible answers to
the question of the correspondence of modes across attributes. I furthermore
try to ascertain which description is – at the same time – the most persuasive
and informative one.
I then proceed to argue that, although it is possible to retrieve powerful
insights from each of them, these understandings all fall short of providing a
meaningful explanation of the way in which two modes in different attributes
(and therefore two attributes) can be connected. In the fifth section, I turn to
examine Melamed’s recent proposal of a solution to this issue, showing how
the notion of ‘being an aspect of’ is a significant advance in the understanding
of attributal relations with respect to the notion of ‘being a part of’. Moreover,
in the sixth section, I discuss whether or not Melamed’s understanding of this
problem can be considered satisfactory. I argue that his proposal answers
effectively to several issues concerning the relationship between modes in
different attributes and the much-discussed attributes-substance relationship.
Nonetheless, I express some doubt regarding the shift between ontology and
epistemology, on which his strategy depends. That shift, I suggest, may not
be fully warranted.
2.1 – The subjectivist account of attributes
Subjectivist interpretations of the ontological nature of attributes understand
them as existing only in intellectu, i.e. in the mind of the perceiver of the
essence of substance. The strongest champion of this interpretation is
arguably Wolfson, who maintains that the literary and philosophical evidence
provided by Spinoza’s works points in the direction of subjectivism. “The
attributes have no independent existence at all but are identical with the
essence of the substance”.76 I shall call this claim ‘Thesis (a)’.
Attributes, according to this position, are not real features of
substance; instead, they are what a finite or infinite intellect perceives when
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it attempts to conceive of substance. To be conceivable, the essence of
substance must be “reduced” to perceived attributes.
The philosophical reason for holding this position, according to
Wolfson, is Spinoza’s claim that God or substance is a being “absolutely
simple”.77 Such simplicity excludes any kind of plurality, whether
metaphysical, logical, or physical. Wolfson claims that an objectivist
position, to the effect that attributes have extra-mental reality, denies that
simplicity; and according to Wolfson such a denial would be incompatible
with Spinoza’s monism. Therefore, having excluded the possibility of the
extra-mental reality of the attributes, the only remaining option is to hold
thesis (a): attributes only exist in the mind of a subject. In support of this
option, Wolfson argues that Spinoza only refers to attributes using a
terminology related to thought.

He describes [them], for instance, as that which the intellect perceives
(percipit) concerning the substance, or as that which expresses (exprimit) or
explains (explicat) the essence of substance, or as that under which God is
considered (consideratur) or every entity is conceived (concipi), or as that
which is the same as substance but is called attribute with respect to the
intellect (respectu intellectus).78

The terms: ‘perceive’, ‘express’, ‘explain’, ‘consider’, ‘conceive’ all arguably
pertain to the intellect, and thus to a conceiving subject.79 This thorough
(although not unchallengeable) textual analysis leads Wolfson to the
conclusion that Spinoza refers to attributes in subjective terms because they
are nothing but a way of conceiving substance.
As Wolfson also notes, (a) entails another thesis. This is the view that
“the two attributes [extension and thought] appear to the mind as being
distinct from each other. In reality, however, they are one”. 80 I shall refer to
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this as ‘Thesis (b)’, which can also be stated as follows: the subjectivist
interpretation entails that Spinoza’s attributes are really identical but
rationally distinct. Thesis (b) can be seen as a further development of (a). The
attributes have a merely mental existence; therefore, their distinction must be
limited to a mental operation, too. It is impossible that they are distinct in
extra-mental reality. 81
The main textual evidence for (b) is E1p10s: “although two attributes
may be conceived as really distinct (i.e., one may be conceived without the
aid of the other), we still cannot infer from that that they constitute two beings,
or two different substances”. Additional textual evidence can be found in the
earlier Cogitata Metaphysica, where Spinoza explicitly declares that
“attributes…are only distinguished by reason”. 82
Furthermore, Wolfson notes that thesis (b) is essential to Spinoza’s
argument for the indivisibility of substance. The steps of this argument are
found in E1p12 and E1p13: “No attribute of a substance can be truly
conceived from which it follows that the substance can be divided” and “A
substance which is absolutely infinite is indivisible”. These propositions,
situated within the context of the Ethics, allegedly aim at demonstrating how
one and only one substance can exist, notwithstanding the subjective plurality
of its attributes. Wolfson considers (b) as a necessary step in Spinoza’s
demonstration of the singularity of substance. 83
In sum, Wolfson’s paradigmatic version of subjectivism amounts to
two theses:
(a) The attributes do not have any extra-mental reality.
(b) The attributes are really identical but rationally distinct.
Thesis (b) relies on thesis (a). It is only if two things do not have independent
extra-mental reality that the distinction between them must be a purely
rational one. If (a) is false, and the attributes have extra-mental reality, then
(b) must also be false, because of the real distinction between the attributes.
81
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2.2 – The objectivist account of attributes
While subjectivist interpretations take attributes to be mind-dependent
entities, objectivist interpretations understand them as being the fundamental
features of substance, really existing in it. The substance actually possesses
the properties classified as attributes. For example, the one existing substance
is really an extended substance, or the one existing substance is really a
thinking substance. According to this view, attributes are not attributed to the
substance by an intellect. Instead, they possess their own extra-mental reality,
although it must be kept in mind that they are still properties. Therefore, the
first and most characteristic thesis of the objectivist interpretation is (a1): the
attributes of substance have extra-mental reality.
A first argument in favour of (a1) appeals to E1d4: “By attribute I
understand what the intellect perceives of a substance, as constituting its
essence”. However, an interpretative dilemma arises from the Latin word
tamquam, usually translated by ‘as’. This connective can be translated by ‘as
if’, suggesting that the sentence is describing mere appearance, compared
with fact. This would reinforce the subjectivist thesis (a), and attributes would
not have extra-mental reality. However, tamquam can also mean ‘as’, and
when this translation is adopted, E1d4 would support the objectivist view of
attributes.84 Haserot, one of the main representatives of the objectivist camp,
has argued that “Spinoza employs the word [tamquam] twenty-nine times in
the Ethics. In twenty-six of these the word clearly means ‘as’. With respect
to three…the contention might be raised (though with some question) that
Spinoza employs the term with counterfactual reference”.85 On the basis of
this textual evidence, Haserot concludes that the correct translation of
tamquam is ‘as’: when the intellect perceives an attribute, it perceives
something real, namely the essence of substance.
The objectivist interpretation enables us to develop further
philosophical theses, which are entailed by the apparently simple claim that
attributes exist outside the intellect. Among them is the claim that, to overturn
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the subjectivist thesis (a), we need to reconsider how a finite intellect learns
about attributes. While subjectivists maintain that the intellect somehow
invents, creates or posits the attributes when conceiving of the substance,
objectivism requires (as a corollary to (a1)) that the intellect discovers the
attributes as existing in substance. 86
Gueroult, one of the most important representatives of the objectivist
camp, famously argues in favour of thesis (a1) by appealing to this latter view.
His arguments are better described as a series of objections to the subjectivist
thesis (a), based on the assumption that to hold (a) entails denying that the
intellect discovers the attributes. Conversely, the subjectivists stress the
creative role played by the intellect when conceiving the attributes. In a recent
reconstruction of Gueroult’s objections, Shein groups them under the
umbrella-term “Illusory Knowledge Objection”. The argument underlying
each of these objections is that, since subjectivists have to subscribe to the
epistemological view that the intellect posits, rather than discovers, the
attributes, they have to claim that knowledge of the attributes is in some way
illusory. As Shein expresses it, Gueroult’s allegation maintains that
subjectivists create “a gap between the substance and its attributes. This gap
opens up because attributes are contributions of the ﬁnite mind, something
the ﬁnite mind adds to its conception of substance”.87
Among Gueroult’s objections, two are of particular interest for the
present debate. The first develops as follows: in claiming that the intellect
illusorily adds the attributes to its knowledge of substance, a subjectivist
denies that the intellect perceives the substance adequately. According to
Gueroult, however, this denial contrasts with Spinoza’s epistemological
beliefs, especially as they are expressed at E2p44d: “It is of the nature of
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reason to perceive things truly (by E2p41), namely (by E1a6) as they are in
themselves, that is (by E1p29), not as contingent but as necessary”. 88
The second objection rests on the allegation that the subjectivist
interpretation creates a gap between the substance and its attributes.
According to Gueroult, it is impossible to harmonise this ‘gap’ with Spinoza’s
repeated identification of the substance and its attributes.89 A clear example
of this supposed identification is E1p4d: “there is nothing outside the intellect
through which a number of things can be distinguished from one another
except substance, or what is the same (by E1d4), their attributes, and their
aﬀections”. Here, Spinoza clearly identifies substance and its attributes.90 But
this identification conflicts with what Gueroult calls the subjectivist ‘gap’
between attributes and substance.
In sum, the criticism of the subjectivist interpretation put forward by
Gueroult focuses on the epistemological side of the problem. He maintains
that subjectivists create an unjustified separation between substance and
attributes, which makes adequate knowledge of substance impossible.
An objectivist interpretation of the kind Gueroult favours must also
entail a second thesis, regarding the separation of attributes. Indeed, if –
according to (a1) – the attributes of the substance have extra-mental reality,
then (b1): attributes must also be really (and not rationally) distinct. The
inference of (b1) from (a1) holds necessarily: if attributes exist outside of the
perceiver’s mind, then they have a reality of their own; but if they are distinct,
they cannot be distinguished only in the mind (rationally). Therefore, if
attributes have extra-mental reality, the distinction between them must have
extra-mental reality, too.
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However, the objectivist thesis (b1) appears to contrast in a
problematic way with Spinoza’s monism. If attributes are distinct through a
real distinction, there would be an ontological divide between them, which
threatens the unity of the substance. As Lennon puts it, “in denying the
simplicity of Spinozian substance, Gueroult risks undoing all that substance
is thought to do”.91 In the first part of the Ethics, one of Spinoza’s main theses
– perhaps the main thesis – is the unity of substance. The question therefore
arises: how can a real multiplicity of attributes (which are also really distinct)
be compatible with the singularity of substance?92
2.3 – Monism, pluralism, and Della Rocca’s position
We have identified what is, prima facie, a hiatus between the objectivist
interpretation and Spinoza’s monism. Objectivism can be described as a
combination of (a1) and (b1), i.e. attributes have extra-mental reality, and are
distinct from one another. Monism can be defined as the following thesis (m):
only one substance exists, and this substance has all the attributes. The clash
between (m) – one of Spinoza’s philosophical strongholds – and the
objectivist combination of (a1) and (b1) cannot go unnoticed. If only one
substance exists, how can its attributes be really distinct, without implying its
fragmentation?
The tension between these theses is intensified by the fact that Spinoza
relies on his notion of attribute to convert the multiple Cartesian substances
into a monistic whole. In this section, I outline Spinoza’s argument for
substance monism following Della Rocca’s reconstruction.93 It should be
noted, however, that Della Rocca does not explicitly side with either the
objectivist or the subjectivist camp. His argument is therefore not intended as
a defence of (a1) and (b1). Nonetheless, his reconstruction of the argument
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sheds light on some features of Spinoza’s monism, which help to clarify the
objectivists’ dilemma.
The first step of the argument is that no two substances can share an
attribute. Spinoza claims in E1p5: “In Nature there cannot be two or more
substances of the same nature or attribute”. This claim rests on E1p4d, which
establishes that the identity criterion for substances lies either in their
attributes or their “affections” (i.e. modes).94 The latter case can be rejected
because of the ontological priority of the substance over modes, which obliges
us to “put the modes to the side when we take up the matter of individuating
substances”.95 Since we can have an idea of the substance without having an
idea of its modes, it is impossible that the individuation of substance should
rely on modes. The other option – that two substances are differentiated
through their attributes – is dismissed on the grounds that, if the attributes
were indeed the individuating criteria for substances, that would mean that
they are not shared by the substances. Vice versa, if they were shared by the
substances, they could not function as individuating criteria. This proposition
establishes Spinoza’s claim that only one substance per attribute can exist.
The second step of the argument is E1p7, where Spinoza claims that
“it pertains to the nature of a substance to exist”. This claim rests on the
arguments I discussed in the previous chapter, and focuses on the definition
of substance, i.e. something that is in itself and is conceived through itself.
Since substance is not caused by anything else, and everything in Spinoza’s
system has to be caused either by something else or by itself, the substance
must, as it were, exist from the sole force of its nature. Thus, this proposition
establishes Spinoza’s claim that substance necessarily exist from the
necessity of its own nature.
The third stage of the argument is the combination of E1p7 with E1d6,
which defines God as “a being absolutely infinite, that is, a substance
consisting of an infinity of attributes, of which each one expresses an eternal
and infinite essence”. The consequence of this combination, as Spinoza
argues in E1p11, is that “God, or a substance consisting of infinite attributes,
94
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each of which expresses eternal and infinite essence, necessarily exists”. God
is a substance (even if not yet the substance), and as such he must exist; but
he is also a substance consisting of infinite attributes, or all of the attributes.
Spinoza has now established that the same substance must have all the
attributes, and that this substance must necessarily exist.
The fourth and final step of the argument, then, logically follows:
“Except God, no substance can be or be conceived” (E1p14). Since God is a
substance, he necessarily exists; since he is the substance with all the
attributes, and since there cannot be sharing of attributes between substances,
God is the only substance. Therefore, (m) obtains: only one substance exists,
and this substance has all the attributes. However, Della Rocca highlights a
possible flaw in Spinoza’s argument,96 using an objection originally raised by
Garrett.97 He puts forward the idea that Spinoza’s argument for (m) could be
used to prove the existence of any other substance. For example, E1p11 could
be used to prove the existence of a substance possessing only the attribute of
extension, in the following way: “A substance with the attribute of extension,
which expresses the eternal and infinite essence of the substance, necessarily
exists”. Taking into account Spinoza’s view that substances cannot share
attributes, the argument of E1p14 would then be reshaped as follows: “Except
for the extended substance, no substance can be or be conceived”. We would
have still obtained substance monism. But what about the other attributes?
Della Rocca points out that the claim that a substance possessing only
the attribute of extension exists goes against Spinoza’s metaphysics. In fact,
he says, if the one existing substance were to have extension but to lack e.g.
thought, we would need a reason for this deficiency. 98 According to Della
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Rocca, such a reason cannot be found, because it would have to rely on the
extended nature of the supposed substance. Thus, the limitation of substance
would be inexplicable. The reason for this inexplicability lies in the
conceptual barrier between the attributes. No fact about thought, including its
existence or inclusion in the one existing substance, can depend on any fact
about extension. The fact that extended substance exists therefore cannot
prevent another attribute from existing and being instantiated in the same
substance. Della Rocca thus concludes that “every attribute not only must be
instantiated but must also, on pain of violating the Principle of Sufficient
Reason, be instantiated in a single substance”.99
Della Rocca is putting forward an argument for the existence of a
single substance instantiating each and every attribute, which is a restatement
of thesis (m). This argument is reinforced by the rejection of Garrett’s
objection, absolving Spinoza from a violation of the segregation of attributes.
The question that one must answer is whether this argument can
accommodate an objectivist interpretation of the attributes (a1), together with
the view that they are really distinct (b1).
As I mentioned, Della Rocca is not explicit in endorsing either a real
or a rational distinction between attributes.100 It is true, however, that he
describes the barrier separating the attributes as ‘conceptual’. The use of such
epistemic language would lean towards a subjectivist understanding of
attributes as real, but only rationally distinct features of the substance. A mere
rational understanding of the ‘conceptual barrier’ between the attributes,
however, would not be enough to rule out Garrett’s objection. 101 That
objection would make the argument available to demonstrate the existence of
any substance, even if it was not the substance of all attributes. Therefore,
Della Rocca interprets the barrier as establishing an ontological clause of non-
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interference between the attributes. In doing so, he implies that the
‘conceptual’ barrier has at least some non-conceptual (i.e. extra-mental)
effect. This claim reveals that solving the problem of Spinoza’s attributes
requires a hybrid version of the subjectivist and objectivist interpretations.
This is shown by the fact that Della Rocca is defending a monist
position, while insisting on the objectivist thesis of the distinction of the
attributes. Thus, he challenges the view that only a subjectivist view of the
attributes is compatible with monism. As we have seen, Wolfson defends
exactly this claim. However, as we shall see shortly, Della Rocca, by contrast,
tries to defend a monist yet objectivist position.
In this section, I have shown Della Rocca’s argument for substance
monism (of a substance with all of the attributes), and his defence against
Garrett’s objection. The argument opens up the possibility of a defence of
monism based on an objectivist barrier between the attributes, thus implying
the need for a hybrid solution to the problem of the nature of attributes.
We can now envision at least three positions: first, those interpreters
who defend monism on the basis of objectivist arguments (e.g. Della Rocca).
Second, the position of “super-objectivists” such as Gueroult, who are not
particularly concerned about its consequences for monism, accepting a
potential fragmentation of the substance. Finally, subjectivists à la Wolfson,
who insist that, given his monism, Spinoza could not possibly have argued in
favour of a real distinction between attributes. Considering this multiplicity
of arguments and positions, a definitive answer going either in the direction
of pure subjectivism or in that of pure objectivism does not appear to be
achievable.
Reconciling these interpretations in a way that harmonises with all of
Spinoza’s texts is an extremely difficult task. However, I maintain that the
problem is aggravated by the fact that its solution is approached exclusively
from the point of view of the relationship between attributes and substance.
As a range of commentators have recognised, it may be more fruitful to focus
the discussion on the relationship between parallel modes, in the hope of
finding a more solid metaphysical footing for solving the problem of
attributes. In the following section, I shall examine some of the leading
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exponents of this approach, in order to establish whether a mode-focused
solution of the problem of attributes is a viable strategy.
2.4 – Parallel modes and attributes
In this section, I show how some scholars of the objectivist camp (broadly
construed) have tried to defend the view that the modes of different attributes
are really distinct, while defending the unity of the substance. In order to do
so, I shall concentrate on the views of Gueroult, Della Rocca, and Bennett.
The problem can be described as follows: if attributes are real features
of the substance, and if they are really distinct, as the objectivist interpretation
holds, then a difficulty arises not just about the status of the attributes
themselves, but also about the status of the modes of those attributes. In
E2p7s, Spinoza claims that “mode x under the attribute of Thought and mode
x under the attribute of Extension are ‘one and the same’”.102 Now, since
objectivists claim that there is a real distinction between the attributes, they
are also committed to the claim that there is a real distinction between mode
x under different attributes. Nevertheless, they must account for the apparent
unity expressed in E2p7s. As Shein puts it, “by insisting on the real distinction
between the attributes, the objectivist interpretation ﬁnds itself having to
supplement Spinoza’s texts by supplying an explanation for the unity (or
apparent unity) of the modes of really distinct attributes”.103
One popular method of defending this unity has been the positing of
‘trans-attributal’ features. These metaphysical features are intended to bear
the weight of uniting the modes across attributes. I distinguish three versions
of this strategy. In 2.4.1 I shall present Gueroult’s interpretation. He adopts a
description of trans-attributal features that describes them as related to the
causal order of substance, thus guaranteeing the unity of modes across
attributes.
In 2.4.2, I go on to present a different interpretation of the idea of
trans-attributal features, exemplified by Bennett, who reads these features as
possessing a modification-like character, closer to the order of Spinoza’s
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modes but problematic for their conception outside (or beyond) the level of
attributes.
In 2.4.3, I conclude this brief survey by describing the position held
by Della Rocca, who argues that trans-attributal features must be features of
modes. If he is correct, then our investigation shall shift to the criteria of
identification for modes across different attributes. My aim in this section is
not to show the strengths or weaknesses of one interpretation over the other,
but merely to provide an account of how objectivism could be defended with
respect to the plurality of attribute-determined modes.
2.4.1 – Two kinds of modes
Gueroult adopts a ‘vertical’ approach to the issue of trans-attributal features.
This approach entails understanding modes in different attributes as flowing
from the same causal chain. Thus, while Gueroult defends an objectivist
interpretation of the attributes, the isomorphism between the causal chains of
the specific attributes would guarantee the unity of substance and Spinoza’s
monism. The textual basis for this interpretation is E1p28, which I quote in
full:

Every singular thing, or anything which is finite and has a determinate
existence, can neither exist nor be determined to produce an effect unless it
is determined to exist and produce an effect by another cause, which is also
finite and has a determinate existence; and again, this cause also can neither
exist nor be determined to produce an effect unless it is determined to exist
and produce an effect by another, which is also finite and has a determinate
existence, and so on, to infinity.

In order to argue for the existence of trans-attributal features, Gueroult
proposes to consider two different senses in which one can understand ‘mode’
in Spinoza’s metaphysics. He thus draws a distinction between “modes of
substance” and “modes of the attributes”. 104 The former term is designed to
indicate the trans-attributal features that are not subject to being understood
through a specific attribute. The latter term, by contrast, represents individual
104
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beings, or what we commonly refer to as “things”: human minds, human
bodies, elephants’ bodies and ideas, etc. This duplication of the sense in
which the term ‘mode’ is used helps Gueroult to explain how the causal chain
of “singular things” can be “one and the same” for modes in different
attributes.
Gueroult claims that E1p28 applies not to modes of the attributes, but
to modes of the substance. In other words, the causal chain is attribute-neutral
and not attribute-specific. 105 If the proposition did refer to the several possible
‘attributal’ chains of causation, we would have several (primary) causes, i.e.
one for each attribute. Since Gueroult equates a primary cause with a
substantial being, the multiplicity of chains of causation would entail a
plurality of substances, each with its own causal chain.106 Thus, we would be
caught once again in the same conundrum, denying either monism or
objectivism.
To sidestep this dilemma and make his case for a reconciliation of
objectivism and monism, Gueroult relies on E1p16 and its first corollary. In
these texts, Spinoza claims that “from the necessity of the divine nature there
must follow infinitely many things in infinitely many modes” and that “God
is the efficient cause of all things which can fall under an infinite intellect”.
According to Gueroult, it is only if we understand the modes of E1p28 as
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modes of the substance, directly connected with the unicity of the divine
nature, that we are able to affirm that “these different modes are nothing but
one and the same thing or singular cause in several different attributes”.107 He
focuses on the idea that attributes must express the substance, that is, they
must account for the flowing and interconnection of its diverse modes. 108
Thus, Gueroult argues that in order to harmonise objectivism and
monism, it is necessary to introduce the idea of ‘modes of the substance’.
These are causal laws of connection that allow us to conceive of modes
through a trans-attributal lens, regardless of their belonging to extension,
thought, or any other attribute. They are not, to be sure, entities allowing us
to account for the correspondence of modes in different attributes, that is what
we could call the ‘horizontal’ issue of connecting, e.g. a certain mode of
thought to a certain mode of extension. Instead, Gueroult’s description
focuses on the ‘vertical’ activity of the substance, and highlights the unity of
the substance’s causation – as opposed to its specification in the attributes.
This allows him to insist on the need to understand the causal chain of the
substance as attribute-neutral, in order to avoid a fragmentation of the
substance’s action.
Nonetheless, Gueroult’s interpretation remains somehow incomplete.
While he accounts for the function of trans-attributal features, he does not tell
us much about what such features would be. In the following sections, I
briefly discuss two different versions of the trans-attributal interpretation
which offer to ameliorate this lack, by focusing on modes considered
according to the philosophical register of “properties”.
2.4.2 – Unifying differentiae
The first of these interpretations is defended by Bennett in the context of his
interpretation of Spinoza’s metaphysics as ‘field metaphysics’. He argues that
when Spinoza claims that modes of parallel attributes are ‘one and the same’,
he is not arguing for the numerical identity of modes, but for a numerical
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identity of properties. “He cannot be saying that physical P1=mental M1; that
is impossible because they belong to diﬀerent attributes. His thesis is rather
that if P1 is systematically linked with M1, then P1 is extension-and-F for
some diﬀerentia F such that M1 is thought-and-F”.109 In other words, Bennett
argues that there must exist some trans-attributal feature “F” that is
responsible for the identity of modes across the attributes, without being itself
conceivable through an attribute. F, nonetheless, should not be understood as
being a property of modes P1 or M1. Instead, Bennett argues that feature F is
a modification of substance itself: “In our present context I must suppose him
to be thinking of modes – or ‘things’, as he calls them – as having their
attributes peeled oﬀ, i.e. as consisting in the F which must be added to
extension to get my body or to thought to get my mind”.110
The problems with Bennett’s view are evident. Arguing that modes
(differentiae) are that which must be added to extension or thought, in order
to obtain a body or a mind, implies that extension and thought are each some
thing that can exist separately from bodies and minds. In this respect,
Bennett’s account is consistent with objectivism, as attributes seem to acquire
an almost substantial status. Bennett, thus, aligns with thesis (a1): attributes
have extra-mental reality. At the same time, he introduces an inconsistency in
his account by saying that attributes can be ‘peeled off’ from modes. Thus,
he implies that, at least in some sense, attributes are not essential features of
the modes (or, presumably, of the substance). In this sense, Bennett does not
seem to be an objectivist after all. He appears to hold the self-contradictory
thesis that attributes have extra-mental reality, while being only rationally
distinct.111 Following our classification, Bennett appears to hold (a 1) and (b)
at once. How is this possible?
Shein argues that Bennett is obliged to “either modify what he takes
to be the relation between any given attribute and the substance, or conversely
the ‘distinctness’ of the diﬀerent attributes from each other”.112 In other
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words, Shein requires Bennett to fall in line with either the objectivist or the
subjectivist view and give up either (a1) or (b). This objection is justified, as
Bennett constantly shifts between these two possibilities. This also results in
the vagueness with which he describes the function of an attribute as
something that allows the essence of the substance to “come through, so to
speak”.113 Once again, we face the “uncertainty” problem we have observed
while analysing Gueroult’s version of the trans-attributal features. That is, an
interpretation, which accounts for the way they operate, seems doomed to be
imprecise or vague about their content.
2.4.3 – Trans-attributal tracking
Let me now introduce a competitor of Bennett’s theory of modes as transattributal differentiae, Della Rocca’s interpretation. His reading – instead of
focusing on modes as properties – considers the properties of modes
themselves.
To begin with, Della Rocca distinguishes between two types of
properties that modes possess: firstly, what he calls the ‘intensional’ level of
properties; secondly, the ‘neutral’ properties of modes. The conception of the
former involves an attribute, e.g. having a certain volume involves
extension.114 Therefore, a mode can be said to have a certain intensional
property insofar as it is a mode of a certain attribute. Neutral properties, by
contrast, are those which do not presuppose a particular attribute. Della Rocca
provides an example: “an example of a neutral feature that is shared by
parallel modes is the feature of having ﬁve immediate eﬀects”.115 It is
particularly interesting that Della Rocca’s example should appeal to the
relational properties of a mode to describe what a neutral (or trans-attributal)
feature could be.116
Intentionsal properties, then, are properties that a mode has insofar as
it is a mode of a specific attribute. Neutral properties, conversely, are
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properties that are not tied to a specific attribute in their conception, and can
therefore “track” modes across attributes. Della Rocca’s interpretation
focuses once more on the unity of the expression of the substance intended as
causal action, à la Gueroult. According to Della Rocca, the parallelism of the
attributes established by E2p7s allows the chain of modal causes to flow
independently of the particular attribute involved in their intensional
properties. Allegedly, then, the neutral properties allow for identification of
modes across attributes. Della Rocca argues that only if two modes
(regardless of their attributes) share all of their neutral properties, they can be
said to be the same mode.117 This claim relies once again on E2p7s, because
“if two modes share all their neutral properties, they are situated in the same
place in the ‘order and connection’ of things, and are therefore identical”. 118
The difference between Della Rocca’s account and those previously
discussed is in “the object of the objectivism”, so to speak. The other accounts
presented so far have tried to determine the formal characteristics of the transattributal features. However, they have ended up in a vagueness of content
(perhaps necessarily). Della Rocca, by contrast, begins his argument with the
problem of the identification of parallel modes across attributes. Then, he tries
to determine the formal features that would allow that identification. This is
an interesting strategy, to which I shall return in Chapter 4. It allows us to
correlate modes in different attributes, provided that we are in possession of
an account that justifies this correlation.
However, this does not necessarily imply that Della Rocca’s account
is more satisfying than the previous ones. The difference is merely in the
methodology applied to characterise the trans-attributal features. His account
focuses on their content rather than on their formal traits.
In this section, I have presented three accounts of the trans-attributal
features that an objectivist interpretation could employ in order to defend the
unity of modes across different attributes, while maintaining their
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distinctness. 119 I do not argue that any of these descriptions are correct. My
purpose has been to show that objectivists can respond to some of the
objections made against them by the subjectivist camp. In the following
section, I turn to a different attempt to deal with the problem, namely the one
proposed by Melamed. I argue that his account resembles those already
discussed in that it appeals to some trans-attributal features to suture the
fracture between modes of different attributes and explain their relation.
2.5 – Modes of attributes and white modes
In this section, I briefly reconstruct Melamed’s position, trying to show its
strengths and weaknesses. Melamed rejects both Gueroult’s and Bennett’s
positions, and reshapes the debate by adding two new options to the array of
possibilities so far considered. Firstly, the idea of aspect as crucial to
understanding the relationship between attributes and substance; secondly, a
hybrid version of the distinction between the attributes, situated between real
and rational distinction.
Melamed proposes a reading of the attributes that sees them as aspects
of the one substance. His argument for this reading is developed through a
refutation of Bennett’s claim that we can have knowledge of the transattributal features that are left over when attributes are ‘peeled off’ from
modes. However, this understanding presents a problem insofar as it requires
us to conceive of properties without the attributes. Melamed’s rejection of this
kind of trans-attributal feature rests on what he calls the “trivial” reason that,
for Spinoza, nothing can be inconceivable. 120
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Shein argues that all of the mentioned descriptions are subject to the same error that
Gueroult denounces in the subjectivist interpretation (see §2.2). That is to say, they introduce
a gap of their own between the substance and the attributes, “when introducing a ‘transattribute’ structure into the metaphysics, which they believe they are forced to do in order to
maintain the ‘real distinction’ among the attributes, on the one hand, and the unity on the
other”. Shein denies that introducing this gap is not Spinoza’s system can tolerate, since the
strict identity holding between the substance and its attributes (see E1p4, E1p19, E1p20c2).
One way of answering to this argument could be the one employed by Curley: the identity is
not to be intended as holding between any individual attribute and the substance, but
attributes (as a whole) and substance: see Curley, (1988), p. 30. A similar solution of this
‘gap dilemma’ is provided by Melamed’s reconstruction of the problem of modes of God and
modes of attributes (see below).
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Bennett’s differentiae are therefore ruled out. Melamed’s claim about
their inconceivability rests on a strong interpretation of E1a2, where Spinoza
declares that “what cannot be conceived through another, must be conceived
through itself”. Melamed reads this axiom as entailing that for Spinoza
everything must be conceivable, if not through itself, then through something
else. Melamed provides further evidence for this claim by quoting E1p10s:
“Nothing in nature is clearer than that each being must be conceived under
some attribute”. The joint reading of E1a2 and E1p10s entails, firstly, that
modes must be conceivable through something else; and secondly, that they
must be conceived through attributes.
If Melamed’s view is accepted, Bennett’s interpretation of the transattributal features must be rejected, since it entails that modes – being transattributal features – are more fundamental properties than attributes.
Therefore, within Bennett’s account, conceiving of modes through attributes
is impossible. Thus, Bennett is forced to the conclusion that it is impossible
to conceive of the trans-attributal differentiae. These “cannot be intellectually
grasped or conceived, i.e. there are no concepts of them” 121. However,
according to Melamed’s interpretation of E1a2 and E1p10s, everything must
be conceivable, and modes must be conceived through attributes; therefore,
Bennett’s interpretation must be rejected.
So far, I have reconstructed the pars destruens of Melamed’s account.
In what follows, I try to present his more constructive claims. Melamed denies
that modes can be conceived ‘without’ attributes but claims that we can still
conceive of modes (à la Gueroult) in two different ways: firstly, “as modes
of a specific attribute”; secondly, “as modes under all attributes”122. Melamed
shares Gueroult’s lexicon insofar as he maintains that the former type of
modes can be called a ‘mode of the attribute’, while the latter is denominated
a ‘mode of God’.
What exactly is the difference between Melamed’s account and those
outlined in the preceding sections? To start with, there is only a superficial
similarity between Gueroult’s and Melamed’s interpretations. They both
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Bennett (1984), p. 145.
Melamed (2013), p. 83, emphasis in the original.
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employ a division between two different kinds of modes: ‘modes of God’ and
‘modes of an attribute’. But the similarity between them does not extend any
further. In fact, what the two interpretations mean by these terms is quite
different, insofar as they address different problems. According to Gueroult,
‘modes of God’ are posited as a response – so to speak – to the ‘vertical’ issue
of the unity of the modes that together form the causal chain that expresses
God’s action. Melamed’s reading, on the other hand, stresses that these
‘modes of God’ are not general laws of the expression of substance, as they
are for Gueroult. Instead, for Melamed ‘modes of God’ are the totality of all
the parallel ‘modes of the attributes’. They are posited in response to the
‘horizontal’ issue of connecting corresponding modes in different attributes.
To render this in a clearer way, allow me to introduce an analogy.
Imagine a windmill with each stripe coloured differently; we have, now, what
appears to be a composite object, with non-overlapping sections that must be
conceived separately. This is, indeed, how Gueroult would conceive of the
different modes of the attributes, since he stresses the real distinction between
attributes. Now, imagine that the windmill spins as fast as needed, until the
coloured stripes blur into one colour. The windmill now appears white, and
the individual stripes are not visible anymore. This is what Melamed would
say is a ‘mode of God’, or a mode conceived under all attributes at once. To
avoid confusion between Gueroult’s and Melamed’s accounts, I propose to
call Melamed’s modes of God ‘white modes’.
What is then the relation between a ‘mode of the substance’ and a
‘white mode’? The notion of ‘mode of the substance’ à la Gueroult is used to
understand the order and connection of the causal chain of being (the
‘vertical’ issue), and therefore does not concern itself with the correlation of
modes across different attributes. Conversely, the notion of a ‘white mode’
makes it clear that a mode of God à la Melamed is composed of all the
particular modes of the attributes, and is inseparable from them (the
‘horizontal’ issue).
Furthermore, a white mode avoids a mereological fragmentation of
modes into modes of the attributes. Gueroult’s mode of God and its
corresponding modes of the attributes exist at once as distinct (since they are
‘parts’) in each attribute. The language of parts makes it difficult to
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reconstruct what the “whole” mode is, across attributes. Conversely,
Melamed would deny that it is possible to have a still windmill, because it is
impossible to have metaphysically self-subsisting aspects. There is a clear
distinction in play here: the relationship of ‘being an aspect of something’ is
for Melamed clearly distinct from ‘being a part of something’.
The ‘aspect-of’ relationship is introduced by Melamed in order to
explain the way in which a mode of an attribute relates to a white mode.
Unfortunately, he does not provide a unified and extensive description of this
relationship. However, it is still possible to extrapolate the meaning he assigns
to it. Let us define the ‘aspect-of’ relationship as a relationship under which
if x is a mode of the attribute of extension, it stands in an ‘aspect-of’
relationship with y, where y is the white mode of x. Given this case, every
expression of y under the attribute of extension shall be exhausted by x; but
the expression of y under any other attribute (e.g. the attribute of thought)
would not entail x.
In order to understand what Melamed proposes, I maintain that one
key requirement must be conceded: whatever relationship holds between
‘white modes’ and ‘modes of the attributes’, the same relationship holds
between substance and attributes. “Modes of attributes relate to their [white
mode] just as the attributes relate to [the substance]”123; attributes, then, must
be understood as aspects of the substance. This line of reasoning is in
agreement with the strategy I proposed at the end of section 2.3. In order to
better understand the relationship between attributes and substance, it is
desirable to shift our attention towards an analysis of the relations between
the modes of the attributes. As I have signalled above, the debate between
objectivists and subjectivists appears to stall if we focus exclusively on the
nature of attributes. Melamed’s alternative strategy, which I endorse, is to
assume the existence of an isomorphism between the relationships connecting
attributes and substance, on the one hand, and modes of the attributes and
white modes, on the other hand.124
123

Ibidem, p. 85.
Melamed states explicitly that “the relation between a [white mode] and the infinitely
many modes of the attributes (which are its aspects) is precisely the same as the relation
between God (the substance under all attributes) and the substance under any particular
attribute” (2013, p. 148).
124

64

Melamed’s analysis implies that the two relationships share a similar
structure and thus present a metaphysical isomorphism. In other words, the
assumption is that the relationship obtaining between two modes of the
attributes is in some important respects the same as the relationship that
obtains between two attributes. Moreover, the relationship between a mode
of an attribute and its ‘white mode’ is the same as that obtaining between an
attribute and the substance. Melamed incorporates this strategy, and uses the
terminology of ‘aspects’ to describe both relationships.125 Thus, he presents
attributes as aspects of substance; and modes of the attributes (e.g. a mode of
extension and its corresponding mode of thought) as aspects of white modes.
If this description is conceded, we can finally argue that attributes are
not parts of the substance, and that the substance is not subject to division.126
Melamed’s account, which rejects Gueroult’s understanding of attributes as
similar to ‘parts’ of the substance, appears to deny the possibility of the
objectivist thesis (b1), that is, of a real distinction between attributes. To
continue with our analogy, the windmill is never still: it is the conceiving act
that separates the white rotating object from its coloured parts. Setting the
analogy aside, Melamed argues that, since it is only possible to conceive
something under an attribute (for E1p10s), the different modes of the
attributes are co-present aspects of the same ‘white mode’, or (vice versa)
‘white modes’ are the co-present conceiving of all the modes of the attributes
at once.127 This interpretation has the advantage of ruling out the typically
objectivist risk of creating a fracture between the attributes of the substance.
Thus, Melamed is not an objectivist.
However, he is also not a subjectivist, since he rejects the idea that
“the distinction between the attributes is generated merely by reason (or the
intellect), and has no corresponding element in reality”. In other words,
Melamed appears to be defending neither (b) nor (b1); thus, he is neither a
subjectivist nor an objectivist.
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Instead, he puts forward a new thesis, (b2): attributes are rationally
distinct, but this distinction is the reflection of some kind of real distinction.
As he puts the point, “the distinction between the substance and its attributes
is a distinction made by reasoned reason, or the intellect, and has its
foundation in reality”. 128 In the next chapter, I shall defend the viability of
this solution on Spinoza’s terms. For now, I simply note that thesis (b2)
represents a genuine “third way” between objectivism and subjectivism.
Furthermore, Melamed’s option denies subjectivism, since the latter
is committed to the view that the distinction between attributes is purely
rational. Under subjectivism, attributes are not real features of substance: they
are ‘invented’ by the intellect. In other words, the subjectivist interpretation
denies the possibility of any inference from intellect to reality, and thus of
thesis (b2). Melamed, however, defends the correspondence between the
distinction qua real and the distinction qua rational by appealing to Spinoza’s
claim that intellects can have adequate knowledge of the substance, and
arguing that this claim applies to both the infinite (by definition) and finite
intellects. Such claims are found, for example, in E2p47, where Spinoza
affirms that “the human mind has an adequate knowledge of God’s eternal
and infinite essence”; this proposition constitutes a rejection of subjectivism,
insofar as the essence of the substance is related to the notion of attributes.129
The connection implied by this argument between the intellect and the
real features of the substance is in fact untenable for a subjectivist, as the
intellect can only provide adequate knowledge. The account of (b2) provided
by Melamed perfectly aligns with his understanding of the isomorphic
correspondence of attributes and substance, on one hand, and modes of the
attributes and white modes, on the other hand. Indeed, he remarks that, on this
interpretation, attributes (or modes of the attributes) are aspects of the same
thing (substance, or a white mode): “Substance has infinitely many aspects
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Melamed (2017), p. 101.
Spinoza believes that the mind has the capacity to capture adequately at least something
about God’s essence. Gueroult uses this claim against Wolfson, to prove that a purely
subjectivist account cannot hold, since it relegates attributes to the realm of inadequate
knowledge; see Gueroult (1969), v. I, appendix 3 (pp. 428-461).
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that are each infinite and independent of each other. These are aspects of one
and the same indivisible and infinite entity”.130
This is one of the main advances offered by Melamed’s interpretation.
The language of ‘aspects’ provides a significant alternative to the language of
‘parts’. I maintain that the latter implies a real distinction between substance
and attributes, an ontological “split”, which generates the current stalemate in
the debate between objectivism and subjectivism. Conversely, the language
of aspects, together with the use in (b2) of ‘reasoned reason’ could provide an
antidote to this traditional opposition. I shall consider the strength of this
approach, and the viability of its use in Spinoza’s metaphysics, in the next
chapter. Before moving to that inquiry, however, I discuss some of the more
structural difficulties generated by Melamed’s proposal.
2.6 – Connection of modes and multi-faceted ideas
What are the implications of Melamed’s understanding of the attributessubstance relationship as isomorphic with the relationship obtaining between
‘modes of the attributes’ and ‘white modes’? As I have shown in the previous
section, white modes are intended to capture all the co-present attributal
aspects that constitute a mode of God. Consequently, there must exist some
trans-attributal “rule” allowing the identification of several modes of the
attributes as the same white mode. But does Melamed have access to such a
trans-attributal identifier?
As I showed in section 2.4, there are several possible candidates for
the role: Gueroult, Bennett, and Della Rocca all propose accounts of their
own. As we have also seen, Melamed considers and rejects Bennett’s
understanding of modes as differentiae, on the grounds that they would be
unconceivable. However, Melamed reminds us that for Spinoza “nothing is
clearer” than the fact that everything must be conceived through the attributes
(E1p10s). If differentiae-modes are not conceived through attributes, they
cannot be conceived at all. This leads to a rejection of Bennett’s hypothesis,
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because within Spinoza’s system everything must be conceivable (either
through itself, or through something else). 131
We must therefore return to the much-debated question of how modes
can be identified across attributes. For example, if ‘my mind’ and ‘my body’
are aspects of the same white mode (‘me’), how can one identify their
relationship? Melamed appears to fall back on Della Rocca’s answer, which
appeals to ‘neutral properties’.132 That is, two modes in different attributes
are aspects of one and the same white mode if they share all of their neutral
properties. As we have seen, Della Rocca gives content to such notion by
appealing to relational properties, e.g. cause-effect properties.
In support of this interpretation, Melamed quotes E1p16: “From the
necessity of the divine nature there must follow infinitely many things in
infinitely many ways”. 133 His interpretation of this passage entails a
“duplication of infinity”.134 Infinity involves both white modes (they are the
‘infinitely many things’ following from the divine nature) and modes of the
attributes (the ‘infinitely many ways’). In order to identify modes of the
attributes as aspects of the same white mode, we must observe their shared
neutral properties. Can we make this kind of observation, according to
Melamed’s understanding of Spinoza’s metaphysics and epistemology?
Prima facie, the answer to this question is negative. By the very fact that the
modes in question do not pertain to the same attribute, their sharing the same
neutral properties must be conceived outside the attributes. The notion of a
neutral property prima facie depends on being conceived without the
attributes. Consequently, Melamed would face the same criticism that he
directs against Bennett, by positing a non-conceivable extra-attributal feature
to connect modes in different attributes.

See Melamed’s interpretation of E1a2, reported above.
See above, section 2.4.3.
133
This is not an unconditional endorsement. Melamed is keen on signalling how Della
Rocca’s argument rests on E2p7, which is allegedly only establishing a parallelism between
ideas and bodies, and not between modes in all the possible attributes. The discussion of this
argument, however, is not within the scope of our analysis.
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However, Melamed does not believe that this objection is a threat to
his account. His main argument for the identification of modes across
attributes focuses on the claim that ideas – in Spinoza’s system – are multifaceted modes of thought, where each facet corresponds to a particular mode
of an attribute.135 Hence, the idea of a white mode would be a multi-faceted
and complex mode, including all of the ideas corresponding to modes of the
attributes. Melamed provides extensive textual support for this thesis (in
particular, Letters 64 and 66 to Tschirnaus). The trans-attributal conception
of white modes that allows us to unify the different modes of the attributes
need not be external to the attributes, as it would be included in the attribute
of thought through the idea of the white mode; thus, Melamed would escape
the criticism of positing unconceivable extra-attributal entities.
Nonetheless, he admits that his interpretation ultimately entails a
further segregation within Spinoza’s system, a barrier between the facets (or
“idea-aspects”) of the single idea of a white mode. There is a danger that this
answer to the problem might be a circular one. In order to overcome the
inconceivability of the features bonding together the modes of the attributes,
one must posit several facets of the same idea. 136 Still, these facets are
conceptually segregated in a way that requires a “trans-facet feature”,
something that unifies the idea of the white mode. Is this an actual solution,
or just a restatement of the problem? Have we escaped the danger of
conceiving features outside of the attributes just to have the problem reappear
in the search for features outside of the facets?
Melamed’s answer involves a considerable shift of perspective, from
metaphysics to epistemology. The possibility of trans-facet features of aspects
is guaranteed on the grounds that they are not ontological aspects, but
representations of the different modes of the attributes: “The representations
of a [white mode] under the infinitely many attributes are just the infinitely
many aspects of God’s idea of this [white mode]”.137 In other words,
Melamed relies on the fact that the distinction between the different ideaaspects cannot possibly be a real distinction, but a distinction of reason. This
Melamed calls this ‘ideas-things’ parallelism and discusses it in detail on pp. 139-152.
Even though in this case they are not conceived as parts, but aspects.
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is a restatement – on a different level – of the subjectivist hiatus between a
thing and its representation. However, in the present case the “thing” is a
multi-faceted idea, and therefore it appears more legitimate to claim that a
mere rational distinction is at work here, since the “thing” is a rational entity
in itself – an idea. At the same time, we are required to maintain that – on an
ontological level – the distinction is one of reasoned reason, as determined by
thesis (b2).
Melamed’s interpretation operates with a duplication of levels. The
epistemological unity of what is distinguished by a rational distinction is
guaranteed by the relation holding between each facet (or idea-aspect) and
the complex idea that God has of that mode. The latter is a notion equivalent
– in epistemological (or mental) terms – to the concept of white mode on
ontological grounds. The problem of distinction in the ontological realm is
therefore transferred to the epistemological domain, where the appeal to a
rational distinction could be more legitimate.
I am unsure whether this is a completely satisfying solution to the
problems raised by Melamed’s interpretation. His proposal – that God’s idea
is a guarantor of the unity of the facets of ideas – is an epistemological
argument, while the initial problem – the unity of modes across attributes –
was an ontological issue. The key step required for the interpretation to work
is the compatibility of two distinctions. On the epistemological level, the
distinction is purely rational; this is the distinction that would separate
different facets of the same idea. However, on the ontological level, this
distinction would turn into a (b2) kind of distinction, and the rational would
allow a claim on the real divide between different aspects of the same mode,
or different attributes of the same substance.
In order to solve this difficulty, a deeper inquiry regarding the
ontological and epistemological status of the distinction of ‘reasoned reason’
is necessary, in order to justify Melamed’s claim that the two distinctions are
compatible. I undertake this analysis in the next chapter, before moving – in
Chapter 4 – to my own description of trans-attributal identifiers.
To conclude the present discussion, I maintain that the introduction of
Melamed’s account has provided some interesting new insights. First, it has
introduced thesis (b2): attributes are rationally distinct, but this distinction is
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the reflection of some kind of real distinction. Second, this distinction has
been presented as involving aspects rather than parts. Third, Melamed has
provided a possible account of how it is possible that modes in different
attributes share the same neutral properties (endorsing an amended version of
Della Rocca’s account). These three points constitute a significant advance of
our analysis. However, I have admitted my doubts as to how far an account
that is so strict in establishing a bi-univocal correspondence between modes
of different attributes can deny the presence of any kind of trans-attributal
features that – in some way – escapes the full conceivability demanded by
Melamed.138 The solution to these doubts shall be offered in the next chapter,
in which I embark in an analysis of the distinction of reasoned reason.
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Chapter 3 – Distinguishing reality, reasoning of aspects

Introduction
In the previous chapter, I have shown the significant advance guaranteed by
Melamed’s introduction of the distinction of reasoned reason (DRR) 139 in
understanding the relationships between substance and attributes, and
between white modes and their attributal aspects. This distinction possesses
a hybrid epistemological status. A DRR is a distinction of reason, which,
however, picks up on a real element of differentiation in re. The introduction
of this distinction has allowed us to postulate an alternative understanding of
the distinction between attributes and substance (which was the object of
Chapter 2). I have called this understanding (b2): attributes are rationally
distinct, but this distinction captures the existence of a real difference in the
distinguished object. As I have explained, if this thesis is correct, then the
distinction between the attributes of the substance, and the attributal modes
of white modes, is not a distinction of parts, but aspects.
In this chapter, I focus on two questions: does appealing to distinctions
of reasoned reason help to understand the relationship between white modes
and modes of the attributes, or substance and attributes? Specifically, does it
help us to understand this relation in a way that overcomes the difficulties
generated by considering attributes as parts of the substance, and modes of
the attributes as parts of white modes?
To make progress with these questions, it may be helpful to examine
the way distinctions of reasoned reason have been discussed and employed in
the philosophical tradition predating Spinoza. If he is drawing on earlier
conceptions of the DRR, what exactly is he drawing on?
In the first three sections of this chapter, I trace the development of
the notion of DRR within the Scholastic tradition, to which Spinoza was
exposed. I discuss the works of Thomas Aquinas, Johannes Duns Scotus,
Henry of Ghent, and Francisco Suárez, in the effort to describe the medieval
notion of aspect, which grounds the development of the DRR in the early
I shall use DRR for ‘distinction of reasoned reason’, while I shall maintain the full
nomenclature for the opposite concept – distinction of reasoning reason – since it appears
less often in this chapter.
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modern period. My criterion for selecting these four figures is the enormous
influence they had in shaping later discussions. In fact, each of these authors
elaborates a specific and independent conception of DRRs. Their diverse
conceptions are applied to the solution of independent problems; some of
these problems overlap, and some diverge. However, a comparative analysis
of these authors provides us with a rich picture of a set of distinctions of
reason in which to collocate DRRs. Furthermore, this analysis enables us to
highlight a set of key features of the DRR.
In the fourth section, I turn my attention to the works of Franco
Burgersdijk, whose works on logic were widely read in the seventeenth
century. I argue that the Scholastic understanding of the DRR was
disseminated among early modern authors through the works of Burgersdijk,
whose manual of logic Spinoza read.
I then proceed to analyse Descartes’ understanding of DRR, paying
particular attention to the Principles of Philosophy, the Cartesian work that
Spinoza analysed most explicitly. In Descartes, I identify a strong resistance
to the notions of reasoned reason and aspect, due to his demand for an
epistemological foundation in the distinguendum.
Throughout this analysis, I identify certain constant criteria, that
authors apply to characterise the notion of ‘aspect’ within their accounts of
DRR. These criteria are not meant to be additive. Rather, they help us to
enrich our understanding our notion of ‘aspect’, as it reaches Spinoza through
the philosophical tradition. The sixth section of the chapter reconnects this
analysis with the main thread of the dissertation. By applying it to Spinoza’s
metaphysics of attributes, I show how satisfies the criteria for the notion of
aspect I have identified.
My purpose in this chapter is not to show that Spinoza consciously
drew on the philosophical tradition regarding the DRR, which I reconstruct.
Unfortunately, we do not have enough evidence to ascertain whether (and in
what measure) he did or did not draw on it. My aim is rather to recover the
philosophical vocabulary of DRR, and to construct a set of resources that
were in principle available to Spinoza. These resources, I argue, may help us
to articulate his doctrine of the distinction between modes of the attributes
which pertain to the same white mode. The same distinction, as I argued, must
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also apply to attributes of the same substance, thus resolving the conundrum
presented in Chapter 2.
3.1 – Aquinas’ differentiae
In order to justify his claim that Spinoza makes use of a version of the DRR,
Melamed shows that it is possible to find other examples of the same kind of
distinction within Spinoza’s philosophical milieu.140 In fact, Scholastic
philosophers had already subdivided the notion of a distinction of reason.
Their view was also widely taken up in the early modern period. This subdivision distinguished ideas that belong to reasoning reason (ratiocinantis)
and, to use Descartes’ words, have “no foundation in reality”, from ideas that
belong to reasoned reason (ratiocinatae).141 In Cartesian logic, at least, the
latter are not something that reason would or could invent, but rather “the
reflection of an element that obtains in reality as well”.142 Applied to Spinoza,
this would mean that the distinction between different attributes of the same
substance is neither merely real nor merely rational, but is instead a
distinction of reasoned reason, made by reason but ‘reflecting’ some element
of reality.
What could the element of reality reflected by the distinction between
different attributes be? Melamed follows Suárez in arguing that reasoned
reason “conceives the various aspects of the same thing”. 143 This appears to
coincide with what Melamed has been arguing for, in his account of the
difference between white modes and modes of the attributes, i.e. that the latter
are aspects of the former. Furthermore, since the modes of the attributes are
understood as “aspects of” white modes, Melamed’s step of identifying
attributes as “aspects of” the substance may be justified, at least in Suárez’s
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See Melamed (2017), p. 101. Melamed explicitly refers to Descartes, Suárez, and the
“influential seventeenth century textbook of logic, Franco Burgersdijk’s Institutionum
logicarum libri duo”. See respectively sections 3.5, 3.3, and 3.4 of this chapter for a detailed
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terms. The use of the notion of DRR – which distinguishes between aspects
of the same thing – is consistent with understanding attributes as aspects of
the substance.
In this chapter, my aim is to clarify what the notion of ‘aspect’ means
in the extended context of medieval and early modern logics. I begin by
focusing on Aquinas, in order to establish the background for the further
development of the notion in the sixteenth and seventeenth century.
The first source I examine is Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae.
Famously, Aquinas developed a strong conception of the real distinction
between a being and its essence, which exceeds the scope of this chapter.144
However, a particularly interesting instance of this distinction concerns the
relations between the persons of the divine trinity. 145 This debate is
orthogonal to Spinoza’s quest for a distinction among modes of the attributes.
However, the two issues each posit a specific distinction, that establishes a
difference without entailing a separation. Moreover, this difference cannot
rely on the relation of parthood and cannot rely on the existence of different
substances, as both philosophers are committed to some sort of monism.
Aquinas is committed to monotheism, while Spinoza defends substance
monism and the unity of white modes. Thus, my supposition is that there is a
certain analogy between Spinoza’s treatment of ‘aspects’ and Aquinas’
treatment of ‘persons’.
Aquinas denies that the distinction between divine persons is a
“distinction of substance”, since there exists but one divine substance.146
Similarly, he rejects the suggestion that this distinction can be a difference
(differentia), by which term he means a “distinction among forms”.147 This
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See J. Owens, Quiddity and the Real Distinction in St Thomas Aquinas, in «Mediaeval
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latter view is echoed in his discussion of the different kinds of “diversity
among things”:
There are two kinds of diversity among things – (a) formal diversity among
things that differ in species and (b) material diversity among things that
differ only in number. Now since matter exists for the sake of form, material
diversity exists for the sake of formal diversity. For we see that among
incorruptible things there is just one individual to a species, since the species
is sufficiently conserved in the one individual; by contrast, among generable
and corruptible things there are many individuals belonging to the same
species, and this for the sake of conserving the species. From this it is clear
that formal diversity is more central than material diversity. But formal
diversity always requires inequality.148

However, neither of these ‘diversities’ is applicable to God’s persons. Type
(a) diversity is what contemporary metaphysics calls numerical distinction.
Yet, we have already established as a premise that Aquinas’ God is one and
only one. Type (b) diversity applies, as the text claims, to “things that differ
in species”. Again, monism (whether referred to God or substance) rules out
the possibility that this kind of distinction applies to God. In fact, all three
distinctions – distinction of substance, formal diversity, and material diversity
– are real distinctions. Monism instead requires that the distinction between
God’s persons is understood through a distinction of reason.
Aquinas does not seem particularly interested in developing the
explicit language of distinction of reason in this context. However, Quaestio
31 comes close to this conclusion, as it is closed by a refined grammatical
point. Aquinas distinguishes between the use of ‘other’ in the Latin neuter
aliud, and its use in the Latin masculine or feminine (alius/alia). The first use
refers to God understood as a being, while the latter refers to the person
(feminine in the Latin) or to God qua the Son (which is masculine). Thus,
Aquinas concludes that “since in God the distinction is according to the

ST I, q47, a2, resp. See also Summa Contra Gentiles, v. I, Chapter 71, §1: “Among diverse
things there is a distinction by reason of their proper forms”.
148
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persons and not according to the essence, we say that the Father is [a person]
other (alius) than the Son, but not that He is [a thing] other (aliud) than the
Son”.149 While this discussion does not immediately relate to Spinoza’s
alleged use of DRR, it could be useful in thinking about the development of
Spinoza’s understanding of the distinction between God as substance and God
as an extended or thinking being. 150 My suggestion is that Spinoza might be
thinking of a similar distinction: God is not differentiated by an aliud in each
attribute, but by an alius.
Thus, we can deduce a first requisite for what we are trying to define
as ‘aspect’: it cannot be an aliud (a being with substantiality or reality in
itself). Instead, it must be an alius, i.e. a respect which shares the substantiality
of the thing differentiated but requires a different essential description.
A more extensive discussion of this topic occurs in Aquinas’ account
of modal distinction. There is a real distinction, as we have seen, between
things that differ in essence or in substance. Instead, there is a modal
distinction (1) between a metaphysical item and its mode of being or acting
or (2) between two modes of the same metaphysical item.151 The first type of
modal distinction would correspond, roughly, to what I have called inherence
in Chapter 1. Modes inhere in a substance, without which they cannot be or
be conceived. Therefore, as Aquinas puts it, “in the first mode of abstraction,
it involves falsity to abstract through intellection things that are not abstracted
in reality [secundum rem]”. 152 Aquinas rejects the application of modal
distinctions without foundation in reality. However, the second type of modal
distinction is of particular interest for my discussion as it emphasises that “it
is impossible for the same body to be simultaneously coloured in the same
respect by diverse colours, or for it to have diverse shapes”. 153 This argument
is, in some sense, a response to Bayle’s objection to Spinoza.154 If we take
seriously Spinoza’s understanding of individuals as modes of the substance,
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then this “respect analysis” which distinguishes between their properties
assumes great importance in defending his metaphysics from the accusation
of predicating contradicting properties of the same substance.
These premises drive the first introduction of Aquinas’ version of a
distinction that is similar to DRR. While he does not employ the term DRR
explicitly, he employs this concept to limit the role that a distinction of reason
can play in distinguishing aspects of God. The context of his discussion is,
once again, the divine being and its internal differentiation. While Quaestio
31 of the Summa Theologiae was concerned with the essence of God’s
persons, Quaestio 41 discusses the relations among these persons. 155 The text
establishes a difference between a real distinction and a rational distinction
but denies that the latter properly applies to the persons of God.

There are two kinds of distinction among those things that are predicated of
God, viz., (a) a distinction in reality [distinctio secundum rem] and (b) a
merely conceptual distinction [distinctio secundum rationem tantum]. By a
distinction in reality, God is distinct in His essence from those things whose
principle He is through creation and one person is distinct from another
whose principle He is through a notional act. However, within God an action
is not distinct from its agent except by a merely conceptual distinction, since
otherwise actions would be accidents in God.156

In this text, Aquinas affirms, as one would expect, a real distinction
between God and creatures. When it comes to attributing reality to God’s
‘action’ – the case in question is the Son’s generation by the Father, which
Aquinas calls a “notional act” – he posits a conceptual distinction, or
distinction of reason. In other words, Aquinas maintains that the distinction
between God qua Father and God qua Son must be conceptual, because God’s
actions, including generating, cannot be accidental. At the same time,
however, Aquinas insists that this distinction must express a real difference,
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since otherwise the relation of generating would be fictional.157 A similar
argument is employed in the Summa Contra Gentiles, where Aquinas
contends that “the several Names predicated of God are not synonymous”.158
While he maintains that God is one and simple, he stresses that “our intellect
is not at fault in forming many concepts of one thing”, and assigning to those
concepts different “names which, though they denote one and the same thing,
yet clearly are not synonymous, since they are not assigned from the same
point of view”.159 Aquinas’ premise, here, is that different “points of view”
are predicated of a simple being, and yet the intellect is not at fault in forming
concepts of them, in direct contraposition with the type (1) modal distinction.
The latter involves falsity in the case of abstraction of aspects from the entities
in which they really inhere. This discussion, I maintain, resembles the one we
found in the Ethics, where Spinoza states that the intellect – an adequate form
of knowledge – perceives the attributes as constituting the substance’s
essence (E1d4). Aquinas, similarly, does not ascribe (nor could he) the
distinction of persons to inadequate knowledge, although it arises in the
intellect.
Let us now draw together the threads of the argument so far. Aquinas
does not explicitly mention the DRR. However, the arguments I have
discussed all point to a distinction which is not a real distinction, and yet
addresses an aspect of reality that is distinguished through reason. Aquinas
characterises the notion of an ‘aspect’ as something:

a) which is not in itself a thing (the opposition between alius and aliud).
b) which shares the substantiality of the thing that it inheres in; Aquinas
insists on the fact that the divine persons are one substance, and are thus
not separated by a real distinction.
c) which can differ from other aspects of the same thing, by negating them
but not by contradicting them. A real object can have different aspects

Wolter makes an interesting claim, arguing that according to Aquinas two items “are
conceptually distinct not just in virtue of the one conceiving them but by reason of a property
of the thing itself”. See A. Wolter, The Formal Distinction, in «Studies in Philosophy and the
History of Philosophy» (3), 1965, pp. 45-60, p. 49.
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that affirm diverse things in different respects; however, different
aspects cannot contradict each other in the same respect, as Aquinas
affirms in his discussion of modal distinctions.

In this section, I have shown how the notion of DRR was already
implicitly present in Aquinas’ metaphysics; it played a vital theological role
in describing the complicated issue of items that are not substantially separate,
but are distinguished by some relevant metaphysical aspect that the intellect
recognises, without inventing or producing it. Finally, I have isolated three
characteristics that Aquinas’ “aspects” share, and that I believe can be used
in developing a definition of aspect that is applicable to Spinoza’s
metaphysics. In fact, Spinoza’s attributes (a) are not things, but essences of
the one existing thing, the substance. Furthermore, insofar as they are aspects
of the substance, they satisfy condition (b): they do not have substantiality of
their own, but share the substantiality of Spinoza’s God. Finally, Spinoza’s
causal segregation between attributes is in line with the (c) requirement, i.e.
that aspects cannot contradict one another under the same respect.
These characteristics, and the interpretative issues connected to their
understanding, will guide my inquiry into other medieval and early modern
accounts of the DRR. My aim is to obtain a more precise and detailed picture
of what ‘aspects’ are and in what way they can be said to be the object of
distinctions of reasoned reason.
3.2 – The intermediate distinction(s)
Aquinas was not the only Scholastic philosopher interested in the notion of
distinctions of reason that have a basis in reality. In dialogue with him, two
competing notions of distinctions that were neither purely rational nor purely
real were presented by Henry of Ghent and Johannes Duns Scotus. These
distinctions share the features of being “mind-independent (like the real
distinction)”, but also “non-numerical (like the conceptual distinction)”.160
Henry of Ghent described such distinctions as ‘intentional’
distinctions. His aim was to account for the distinction of different concepts
Cf. J. Waller, Spinoza’s Attributes and the “Intermediate” Distinctions of Henry of Ghent
and Duns Scotus, in «Florida Philosophical Review» (9:1), 2009, pp. 91-105, p. 92.
160
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in an object, where these do not offer sufficient grounds for a real distinction:
“for with those that are really identical in the same [thing], sometimes diverse
concepts are formed such that neither of them in its concept includes the
other”.161 He therefore proposes the following application criteria for the
intentional distinction: “If a and b are really the same, and neither the concept
of a includes that of b, nor vice versa, then a and b are intentionally
distinct”.162 In other words, two conditions need to be met for an intentional
distinction to be made. The first is the presence of both a and b in the same
real object; the second is the conceptual separation of a and b. As Waller puts
it, “the one external thing (correctly) causes two distinct concepts in the
mind”.163
However, it is crucial to Henry of Ghent’s point that the external thing
causing the two concepts possesses some power (potentia) “prior to the actual
drawing of the conceptual distinction by an intellect”, in order to guarantee
the correctness of the conceptual distinction. 164 The burden of correctness
falls entirely on the power of the object external to the intellect to cause or
create more than one concept. As we can easily observe, Henry of Ghent’s
intentional distinction comes close to what I have been describing as DRR. In
particular, we can associate it with Spinoza’s understanding of God as
necessarily being the substance of all attributes, since to take away any of the
attributes would take away God’s power of expression, and his reality. 165
Henry of Ghent’s intentional distinction, however, was harshly
criticised by his contemporaries. In particular, Duns Scotus opposed the idea
that a potentia to create distinct concepts in the intellect was a sufficient
ground for the correctness of the distinction. Scotus rejects the possibility that
one and the same thing can generate two (diverse) correct concepts in the
intellect, because if that is true, “then the object of both concepts [a and b]
161
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should be identical unless you grant that one and the same extra-mental
thing…generates two objects in the intellect”.166 Scotus’ version of the
intentional distinction is a ‘formal distinction’ which involves – instead of a
potentia in the object – an actual distinction in re, which is nonetheless not a
distinction of res. Thus, Scotus’ formal distinction is situated in between a
real distinction and a “pure” distinction of reason.167
Wolter argues that, instead of simply rejecting Henry of Ghent’s
distinction, Scotus’ formal distinction expands it, as it “postulates what is
needed in things in order to account for it”.168 In other words, Scotus’ formal
distinction requires some sort of distinction already enacted in the thing, and
not merely “caused” in the intellect.169 This distinction is phrased in terms not
of potentiae, but of definitions: “a and b are formally non-identical [within a
single subject]…if and only if the definition of a does not include b and the
definition of b does not include a”.170
For Scotus, therefore, definitions (when adequate) represent a correct
description of the thing in itself: “…a definition does not indicate only the
idea caused by the intellect, but also the quiddity of the thing”.171 Instead of
166
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focusing on a thing’s power to cause an idea in the intellect, like Henry of
Ghent, Scotus externalises this distinguishing capacity, and posits it within
the thing whose aspects are being distinguished. Specifically, he posits it
within the “quiddity” of the thing, which (arguably) can be compared to the
concept of essence in early modern philosophy. However, Scotus’ elaboration
of the formal distinction contributes to the development of a conception in
which different aspects of the same thing are separated by a conceptual
barrier.
Scotus maintains that is possible to determine whether a concept is
formally distinguished from another by looking at their (correct) definitions.
Firstly, we look at the fact that they are both included in the definition of the
same thing (the definition of the thing x includes both a and b, i.e. the essence
of x includes a and b). Secondly, we observe that neither a includes b, nor b
includes a. In fact, Henninger goes as far as to describe these aspects as
“distinct bearers of incompatible properties” 172 – something curiously similar
to Spinoza’s “respect analysis” and to his use of the quatenus.173
I propose that Scotus’ description of the objects distinguished by
formal distinctions aligns with the elements found in Aquinas. Under the
description provided by Scotus, “a” and “b” are not things in themselves; they
share the substantiality of the thing they inhere in; and they are distinguished
from each other by mutual exclusion from each other’s respective (correct)
definition, although neither a denies the possibility of b, nor b denies the
possibility of a. Duns Scotus’ emphasis on definition as a correct description
of a thing’s essence represents a genuinely novel element in the treatment of
formal distinctions, which (while not unprecedented in ancient Greek
philosophy) is not without bearing on the long history of the distinction of
reasoned reason in medieval and early modern philosophy.
Furthermore, this is of particular interest for our discussion of the
DRR in relation to Spinoza’s distinction of the attributes. If a thing’s aspects
were to be included in its definition by the intellect, then a pure subjectivist
understanding of the nature of the attributes would be ruled out, as for
172
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Spinoza, a perfect distinction is that which “explain[s] the inmost essence of
the thing”,174 and “it should not be explained through any abstractions”.175
For Spinoza, distinctions cannot include abstractions, which are not part of
the essence of a thing. If the notion of aspect is related to a thing’s essence,
then it cannot be produced by the pure intellect, ruling out subjectivism.
Furthermore, Scotus’ elaboration of a conceptual barrier among aspects is
highly informative in analysing Spinoza’s conceptual and causal barrier
between different attributes.176
Let us now move to a late medieval understanding of DRR, articulated
in the works of Francisco Suárez, keeping in mind the findings of our
investigation so far.
3.3 – Suárez and the distinction of reasoned reason
In the previous sections, I have shown that Aquinas, Henry of Ghent and Duns
Scotus employ the notion – if not explicitly the name – of the DRR. In this
section, I move to the analysis of Suárez’s works, where we find what is
perhaps the most explicit and straightforward use of DRR by a Scholastic
author. Once again, I shall attempt to isolate criteria for the definition of
‘aspect’. These criteria, I shall argue, are applicable to Spinoza’s metaphysics
insofar as we interpret him as making use of DRR in his distinction between
attributes of the same substance, as well as between modes of the attributes
pertaining to the same white mode.
As I have mentioned, Suárez makes a more explicit use of the DRR
than Aquinas. In fact, we find an entire chapter dedicated to Various Kinds of
Distinctions in what is arguably Suárez’s masterpiece, the Metaphysical
Disputations. Siding neither with Aquinas nor with the latter’s rival, Duns
Scotus, Suárez “argued in favour of a third distinction between the real and
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the rational”. 177 Suárez’s chapter opens with the statement of one of his
premises, namely that “it is self-evident that there is a real distinction among
things”. 178 This aligns with the substantial distinction that we have seen
operating in Aquinas; two things, which are two distinct substances, are
distinguished by a real distinction.
Suárez’s second kind of distinction is a mental distinction, or
distinction of reason: “This sort of distinction does not formally and actually
intervene between the things designated as distinct, as they exist in
themselves, but only as they exist in our ideas, from which they receive some
denomination”.179 Immediately after defining distinctions of reason, Suárez
proceeds to provide a definition of a ‘distinction of reasoning reason’, which
“has no foundation in reality” and “arises exclusively from the reflection and
the activity of the intellect”.180 Conversely, a distinction of reason which has
a foundation of reality is called a ‘distinction of reasoned reason’ (distinctio
rationis ratiocinatae). However, Suárez immediately adds a caveat:

This is a highly improper term and can be equivocal. For this type of mental
distinction can be understood as pre-existing in reality, prior to the
discriminating operation of the mind, so as to be thought of as imposing
itself, as it were, on the intellect, and to require the intellect only to recognise
it, but not to constitute it. In this acceptation of the term, the distinction
would be called mental rather than real only because it is not so great, and
in itself is not so evident, as a real distinction, and hence would need
attentive inspection by the mind to discern it.181
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Taken literally, this claim could pose a serious threat to our use of DRR to
elucidate the distinction between Spinoza’s attributes of the substance. The
distinction between extension and thought hardly falls under the category of
differences that are “not so great” and “not so evident”. However, I suggest
that Suárez himself does not take this restrictive claim literally; for example,
he argues elsewhere that a DRR distinguishes substances from the features
that Aristotelians identify as categories inhering in that substance.182
Furthermore, Suárez proceeds to defend one sense in which the DRR can be
used properly: “[it can be called] a distinction of the reasoned reason, because
it arises not entirely from the sheer operation of the intellect, but from the
occasion offered by the thing itself on which the mind is reflecting”.183
Therefore, even though it does not present explicitly the denomination of
‘aspect’, Suárez’s object of DRR shares at least two of the features I have
isolated in analysing Aquinas’ position. Firstly, it is not in itself a thing (an
aliud); secondly, it shares the substantiality of the thing in which it inheres.
The worry, for Suárez, is whether his DRR actually refers to, and can
capture, anything outside the intellect. However, while trying to establish that
it does, Suárez makes the important point that DRR can never refer to the
distinction between parts and whole. In analysing the distinction between
different parts of the same whole, Suárez focuses on the cases he considers to
be most extreme. Leaving aside “more external and accidental unions”, he
addresses the distinction between matter and form, on one hand, and of
“integral continuous parts” – i.e., homogeneous parts of a non-differentiated
continuum – on the other.184 Suárez extends this kind of reasoning to parts of
the same whole, claiming that “just as matter and form, though united,
maintain a real distinction from each other, so too continuous parts, though
united, are really distinct not only according to designation, as some say, but
also according to the partial entity of each”.185 Suárez’s position, thus,
endorses Aquinas’ reading of the interpretation of the distinction between
form and matter, but expands it to include parts of the same whole.
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In §23, Suárez goes on to explain what he means by ‘partial entity’.
When we consider an isolated part in itself, that part is an ‘entity’ which
qualifies it as an independent being. It is only when we consider the part in
conjunction with a whole that its parthood becomes relevant. “Integral parts”,
he states, “do not have the character of part or of incomplete being unless they
are united; as soon as they are separated, each one begins to be a complete
and whole entity”.186 For this reason, their distinction from other parts is
described by Suárez as ‘potential’: they are actually (i.e. really) “distinct as
parts, but potentially as beings”.187 The so-called ‘entity’ of integral parts of
a continuum ensures the continuation of their being, once their potential as
beings is ‘liberated’, so to speak, from the whole. This is clearly different
from the being of aspects, which are differentiated by a DRR. Aspects do not
qualify as ‘entities’, and would not exist beyond the object they belong to.
Suárez condemns the confusion of parts with aspects, explaining how “some
authors are quite unjustified in calling the distinction between the parts of a
continuum a mental distinction with foundation in fact [DRR]…because here
we have not merely a foundation for a distinction, but a true distinction”. As
this claim confirms, there is in Suárez’s view a radical difference between the
concepts of ‘aspect’ and ‘part’. While the former requires an intellect to be
fully distinguished from the other aspects of the same thing, the latter – even
if it is not expressing its full ‘entity’ at a given time – remains fully (“truly”)
distinguished from the other parts of the same being or continuum.
This concludes Suárez’s presentation of the nature of the various kinds
of distinctions. His introduction of the concept of DRR contributes to his
innovative and explicit understanding of ‘aspects’ as radically different from
‘parts’. In Suárez’s view, aspects arise in the intellect, but are not exclusively
mind-dependent. Instead, they are discovered by the intellect’s analysis of an
object. Furthermore, they are radically different form ‘parts’, insofar as they
do not qualify as ‘entities’ (as Aquinas would have put it, they have aliusness) and do not compose the objects in which they inhere.
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However, Chapter 7 of his Metaphysical Disputations has a second
section, which aims to identify the “signs” or requirements for the
introduction of each of these distinctions. In other words, after presenting the
definitions and functions of various distinctions, Suárez offers a description
of their application criteria. When it comes to a ‘mental distinction’, or
distinction of reason, he deals quickly with the distinction of reasoning
reason. “This distinction”, he says, “not only does not exist in the object, but
lacks even a foundation therein” and therefore “is very easily recognised”.188
By contrast, the DRR does have a foundation in the object, which the intellect
recognises: as Suárez phrases it, a DRR “requires some formal diversity in
the objective concepts [of the aspects distinguished]”.189 Suárez’s conception
of DRR, therefore, fits exactly with the move that I have suggested to
overcome the impasse between objectivist and subjectivist theories of
attributes. Whilst being a distinction of reason, the DRR requires a
“foundation” in the “objective concept” of a thing, which grounds the
distinction in the “formal diversity” of its aspects. Let us examine what
Suárez means by formal diversity, in order to determine the criteria for the
differentiation of aspects and verify whether Spinoza’s attributes (or modes
of the attributes) would fit the description.
Suárez contends that when
…any two extremes, which are united and conjoined in a thing, are distinct
in their objective concepts in such a way that in the concrete individual they
are absolutely inseparable, both mutually and non-mutually, both by God’s
absolute power and by natural force, both as regards existence and as regards
the real union between them, we have a sound and practically certain
argument that they are not actually distinct in the object, but are distinct with
a distinction of the reasoned reason.190

In this passage, Suárez makes use of several technical terms to
determine which “formal diversities” can be captured by a DRR. Firstly, he
188
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stresses how the two aspects distinguished should be “united and conjoined
in a thing”. In other words, they must not have ‘substantiality’ or ‘aliud-ness’,
to borrow Aquinas’ term.191 The second requirement is that they must be
“inseparable, both mutually and non-mutually”. Suárez defines these notions
in his description of real and modal distinctions. Two beings are mutually
separable if one “can be preserved…by itself without the other and vice
versa”.192 This characteristic immediately calls for a real distinction, as it
implies that the two beings are different substances. Mutual separation, then,
only includes substances. Conversely, two beings are non-mutually separable
if in their separation “one…can remain without the other, but not
conversely”.193 For Suárez, this characteristic implies a modal distinction, as
two modes of the same substance can “disappear” or change independently
of each other. Thus, modes are dependent (and non-mutually separable) from
their substance, but mutually separable from one another. As a result, aspects
possess a third kind of union to their substance. They could not be separated
from their substance or from each other, except by the intellect, which
achieves this distinction through an act of DRR.
The third requirement that two aspects must possess in order to be
distinguished by a DRR is that they must be “absolutely inseparable…as
regards existence and as regards the real union between them”. The
inseparability of the existence of aspects is – under my interpretation –
nothing more than a restatement of their non-substantiality. This is not to say
that aspects are entia rationis; Suárez is quite clear that a “reason-dependent
distinction does not require reason-dependent relata”.194
Aspects, then, must be existentially non-separable. The ‘real union’
Suárez mentions is a reference to the independence of one aspect from

191

I consider this clause to cover the ground expressed by both claims (a) and (b) at the end
of section 3.1.
192
DM, 7, II, §9.
193
DM, 7, II, §6.
194
S. Newlands, Spinoza on Universals, in S. Di Bella and T. Schmaltz (eds.), The Problem
of Universals in Early Modern Philosophy, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2017, p. 81. The
reference is to DM, 6, I, §6: “As is clear from the instances cited [including God’s attributes],
things said to be [rationally] distinct are real entities, or rather, a single real entity conceived
according to various aspects”.

89

another. For him, a real union exists between two parts of the same whole, or
two beings which are essentially conjoined, in opposition to the ‘ordination’
that connects a property with the being it inheres in, or a relation with the
relata.195 In other words, Suárez formulates a segregation clause – which I
shall name claim (d) – with respect to aspects that are distinguished by a DRR.
Two items are distinguished by DRR if they are independent of each other,
neither one inheres in the other and they cannot be separated, even by God.196
To clarify Suárez’s interpretation, it is helpful to examine the
examples he provides of entities differentiated by a DRR. A first example
claims that “Peter, man, animal, and other like predicates, as they really are
in Peter, are not distinct in objective fact”.197 That is, all of Peter’s predicates,
insofar as they really are in Peter, are not distinct; but insofar as they are
considered through themselves, they are distinct. Confirmation of this
interpretation comes from a second example:

In the intellect, similarly, the superior and the inferior reason, synderesis,
memory, and like attributes, do not signify things distinct in reality, but only
by the reasoned reason. For the faculty of intellect is such that, adequately
considered, it comprehends all these, and they are not separable in any
manner, as far as regards the faculty itself.198

This passage explains that the distinction of different aspects of the intellect
is only a distinction of reason.199 An adequate consideration of the intellect
from the point of view of the intellect itself will comprehend them under one
substance.
In conclusion: in this section I have shown how Suárez establishes the
difference between a DRR, a ‘purely mental’ distinction and a real distinction.
Suárez’s conception of a DRR is akin to the one designed by Duns Scotus,
See DM, 7, II, §26: “Neither one can be sustained in the real order without the other, even
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insofar as it presupposes an actual difference existing in the thing, and not
merely a potential for such a distinction (as Henry of Ghent would have it).
Suárez also enables us to identify the “signs” or criteria for the application of
DRR – as he conceives of it. I have established that the latter are in harmony
with Aquinas’ criteria (especially criteria (a) and (b)), but that Suárez
emphasises the inseparability and independence of aspects which are
distinguished by a DRR. As we have seen in Chapter 2, these are two of the
most evident characteristics of attributes in Spinoza’s metaphysics. Their
inseparability (i.e. the fact that they are attributes of the same substance) and
their independence (i.e. the segregation of their respective ‘order and
connection’) contribute to an interpretation that associates them with the
concept of aspect, distinguished by DRR. I shall expand on this interpretation
in section 3.6 of this chapter.
Suárez’s treatment of the DRR as a distinction that elucidates the
difference between aspects and parts is of great importance to my analysis. It
implies a rejection of the strong objectivist interpretation of the substanceattribute relation within Spinoza’s metaphysics. Attributes are not parts of the
substance. Rather, they are aspects of the substance’s essence, which does not
need to be divided. Thus, monism is compatible with an understanding of the
reality of attributes in line with the DRR. It is true that Suárez’s examples of
objects that are distinguished through a DRR are clearly different from
Spinoza’s concept of attribute. Suárez refers to predicates of the same subject.
However, the philosophical language developed by Suárez is still of interest
for our inquiry, as it contributes to developing a richer understanding of the
notion of ‘aspect’, perfectly compatible with Spinoza’s metaphysics. The
consideration of aspects from the point of view of the intellect (the
distinguendum in Suárez’s account) unifies them into a simple entity. The
same, I argue, is true of Spinoza’s attributes: from the adequate point of view
of substance, they are all “comprehended”. 200 The same relationship, I have
argued, also holds between modes of the attributes and white modes.
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This concludes my analysis of medieval theories of distinction. I have
argued that such theories are relevant to understanding how Spinoza’s
metaphysics of attributes overcomes the subjectivism-objectivism debate.
The relevance of these medieval accounts of distinction is reinforced by the
fact that many of their insights continue to be defended in the early modern
period. Notably (for our purposes), theories of distinction were disseminated
through one of the most influential logic manuals of the era, Franco
Burgersdijk’s Institutionum logicarum libri duo. I analyse this text in the next
section, showing how the teaching and propagation of Scholastic theories of
distinction reaches Spinoza through Burgersdijk’s work.
3.4 – Burgersdijk’s logics and the DRR
In considering the milieu in which Spinoza developed his metaphysics, one
cannot ignore the ubiquitous presence of Franco Burgersdijk’s manual of
logic, Institutionum logicarum libri duo. Originally published in Leiden in
1626, it was widely disseminated and reprinted several times.201 The
influence of the two-volume Latin manual on Spinoza is beyond doubt; first
of all, he owned a copy of it.202 Furthermore, the presence of its terminology
in Spinoza’s own work “is attested to by a number of implicit references in
the Short Treatise, the Cogitata Metaphysica and the Ethics”.203
Burgersdijk’s discussion of the various kinds of distinctions is – by
his own admission – largely dependent on Scholasticism, and comprises three
varieties: real, modal, and rational. A real distinction distinguishes “a
thing…either from another thing or from the negation of itself”. 204 As we can
see, Burgersdijk agrees with Aquinas and Suárez on this issue. Conversely, a
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modal distinction “is that by which things are distinguished by their
modes”.205 Again, Burgersdijk echoes the Scholastic tradition. Furthermore,
the Monitio logica specifies that by modes one must understand that “which
neither is the thing itself, nor another thing, nor yet nothing: but a certain
Medium betwixt them both”.206 For Burgersdijk, modes do not have
substantiality but are not illusory; one might say that the inherence of modes
in their substances is what makes them real, but not real enough to be
differentiated by a real distinction. This is confirmed by the examples
provided, which indicate that heat is a mode of a hot thing, and the “being
folded” of a hand is a mode of the folded hand.
Finally, we enter the discussion of rational distinctions, which
Burgersdijk defines as those “by which things are distinguished only in
Conceptions”.207 He immediately clarifies how the Schoolmen have divided
this type of distinction in two; on the one hand, the intellect distinguishes
between aspects, and on the other hand between an aspect and the thing itself.
“Reason is a Common Name, and agrees both to the Understanding and
Essence of things”.208 First, Burgersdijk presents the distinction of reasoning
reason. In Burgersdijk’s words, such a distinction “is constituted by the
Understanding itself, which is, when one and the same thing is distinguished
by two or more, and those resembling Conceptions”.209 Burgersdijk then
introduces the DRR, which – interestingly – depends on a diversity found in
the essence of a given thing, in what Burgersdijk calls a “quiddity” when
relating his own views to those of the Scholastics. This claim is certainly
closer to Scotus’ perspective than to Henry of Ghent’s, as it maintains a
difference existing in reality and not in potentiality or in “power”. Since, as
we have seen, the question of essence is central for Spinoza’s understanding
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of the relationship between attributes and substance, Burgersdijk’s
classification of distinctions of reason is highly suggestive.
For Burgersdijk, a DRR arises “when in one and the same thing there
is found one and another Quiddity or Definition; then Effected, when one and
the same thing is objected to dissimilous [sic] Conceptions”.210 This
definition represents a significant advance on its Scholastic cognates. In fact,
it identifies as “Quiddity or Definition” what Suárez vaguely called “aspect”,
possibly compelled by the Aristotelian framework in which he was operating.
By contrast, Burgersdijk introduces a plurality into the notion of essence
(“one and another quiddity or definition”). This again aligns with Spinoza’s
God, a substance “consisting of an infinity of attributes, of which each one
expresses an eternal and infinite essence”.211 Interestingly, Burgersdijk
equates essence and definition. Spinoza, too, has a conception of definition
tightly tied to the essence of the thing defined: if a definition is to be a real
one, then it must correspond to the essence.212
The second sentence of Burgersdijk’s commentary on the definition
of the DRR is equally informative. He explains that the multiplicity of
essences occurs when the same item becomes the object (“is objected”) of
diverse, or dissimilar, concepts. Spinoza similarly maintains that the same
item can be the object of two different conceptions, each of which is adequate
insofar as it is perceived by the intellect. As we have seen, this is precisely
the function of the locutions introduced by the conjunction quatenus, or
“insofar as”.213 As Melamed notes, in Spinoza the two conceptions expressed
are “radically different (and thus ‘the thinking substance is one and the same
with the extended substance’ is not a trivial identity statement)”.214 It appears
that the same is true for Burgersdijk, even though his conception of the
aspects of things is not quite as radical as Spinoza’s.
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Burgersdijk, much like Suárez in the second half of DM 7, provides
us with the “signs” for recognising and differentiating between the two kinds
of distinctions of reason. “Those things which are distinguished by Reason
reasoning”, he says, “are predicated the one of the other in an Identical
Predication: those by Reason reasoned not predicated, or if they are, their
Predication is not Identical”.215 It is not easy to ascertain the exact meaning
of ‘identical predication’ for Burgersdijk, as this is the only occurrence of the
term in the manual.
Let us start by acknowledging that the denial of ‘predication’ between
the aspects of a thing results in a conceptual segregation between them
(similarly to Spinoza’s attributes and Suárez’s aspects). Furthermore, the nonpredication clause excludes the possibility that one aspect inheres in – or is
explained through – the other. Burgersdijk defines the concept of ‘identity’
as a “unity of essence”. Since he affirms that a DRR is a distinction of
essential aspects (a diversity inherent in the very essence of the thing), it
makes perfect sense that he would also deny that any identity relation,
including identical predication, holds between two aspects distinguished by
DRR.
This, I suggest, is enough to give us a fifth feature of aspects, in
addition to the four we have already isolated.
So far, we have identified the following criteria:
(a) “alius-ness” or non-substantiality;
(b) inherence in a substance;
(c) distinction and difference, but non-contradiction with same-level
aspects;
(d) inseparability of aspects.
We are now in the position to add a fifth criterion, namely (e): aspects
cannot be predicated of each other, or explained through each other. This
characteristic is similar to (d), which we found in Suárez. The (d) criterion
established that two aspects must be independent of each other. Neither one
inheres in the other and they cannot be separated, even by God. In establishing
(e), Burgersdijk applies the denial of inherence to the language of predication,
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thus formulating the non-trivial claim that an aspect cannot be understood or
explained through another. This characteristic is also present in Spinoza’s
theory of the attributes. In the Ethics, it is especially emphasised in E1p10s:
“It is of the nature of a substance that each of its attributes is conceived
through itself, since all the attributes it has have always been in it together,
and one could not be produced by another, but each expresses the reality, or
being of substance”. 216
I have isolated five characteristics used in medieval and early modern
logics to discuss the two related notions of distinction of reasoned reason and
aspect: non-substantiality; inherence in a substance; distinction and
difference, but non-contradiction with same-level aspects; inseparability of
aspects; and conceptual independence and segregation. I maintain that the
consideration of these characteristics can help us to refine our understanding
of Spinoza’s metaphysics of attributes. As I mentioned in the introduction to
this chapter, this array of criteria is not meant to provide a unified or complete
account of aspects, nor are the criteria meant to be additive.
However, if we consider that Spinoza might have been influenced by
a Scholastic understanding of distinctions (through Burgersdijk), we can
advance the claim that the distinction between Spinoza’s substance and its
attributes can be interpreted as a distinction of aspects, i.e. a DRR. This
interpretation yields several significant advantages. First, it justifies the ‘gap’
between a substantial entity and its non-substantial aspects through criterion
(a). In addition, the DRR avoids the fragmentation of Spinoza’s substance
into parts, thus preserving his monism. Furthermore, it accounts for Spinoza’s
insistence on the conceptual and causal segregation of the attributes, as this
trait of aspects is highlighted by both Burgersdijk and Suárez. Finally, the
DRR can offer a reasonable explanation for the identification of attributes as
essences of substance. The rooting of aspects within the essence of the
distinguendum is one of the common characteristics identified in my
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comparative analysis (in Duns Scotus, Suárez, and Burgersdijk). Thus,
Spinoza’s insistent claim that “an attribute constitutes an essence of
substance” is perfectly compatible with an interpretation of his metaphysics
that includes the notion of a DRR. 217
In the next section, I move to the analysis of Descartes’ conception of
the DRR. The results will be surprising. Descartes, unlike the authors we have
considered so far, offers a certain resistance to the notion of DRR, due to his
specific epistemological doctrines. We shall therefore be able to observe the
epistemological moves that separates Descartes (and perhaps Spinoza) from
the Scholastic account of distinctions.
3.5 – Descartes on distinctions
Like the Scholastic logicians we have discussed, Descartes had a keen interest
in the different kinds of distinctions at work in our reasoning. Furthermore,
his epistemological inquiries brought him to develop a fine-grained analysis
of the respects in which individual things can be considered. For our present
purposes, Descartes’ presentation has the additional value of being phrased in
the ontological grammar of attributes, substances and modes, which Spinoza
partially shared.
Like Burgersdijk, Descartes develops a classification of distinctions
that comprises real and modal distinctions, and further differentiates the latter.
For Descartes, there can be a distinction produced by the intellect (distinction
of reasoning reason) and one that is merely “discovered” by the intellect
(DRR). We can identify his understanding of the concept of real distinction
by reading the definition provided at Principles I.60:

Strictly speaking, a real distinction exists only between two or more
substances; and we can perceive that two substances are really distinct
simply from the fact that…we clearly and distinctly understand one apart

See E1d4: “By attribute I understand what the intellect perceives of a substance, as
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from the other. For when we come to know God, we are certain that he can
bring about anything of which we have a distinct understanding. 218

Skirry formalises this definition, arguing that for Descartes “if all that pertains
to the understanding of x can be excluded from all that pertains to the
understanding of y and vice versa, then x and y are really distinct”.219 So far,
Descartes remains ontologically aligned with Burgersdijk, who claims that a
real distinction separates “a thing…from another thing”. 220 However, the
main difference between them is that Descartes, faithful to his
epistemological conception of “clear and distinct ideas”, formulates the real
distinction in terms of intellectual perception and understanding. This, I
suggest, is a key point in the establishing of a genuinely early modern
interpretation of the Scholastic conception of distinctions.
Partially shifting his attention away from earlier inquiries into the
‘quiddity’ of things, Descartes focuses on ascertaining a real distinction
between two substances, based on “the fact that we clearly and distinctly
understand one apart from the other”. In this respect, Descartes shifts away
from Duns Scotus and Suárez, insofar as his criteria for a real distinction are
more epistemological than ontological. The epistemological focus is
highlighted by his insistence on the clear and distinct perception required to
obtain real distinctions, even in the case of substance. For Descartes, it is not
sufficient to appeal to either ‘powers’ or ‘aspects’ inhering in a given thing to
ascertain its separation from another. Instead, he claims that the distinction
between the two – even when it is real distinction, and thus regulates the
distinction of substances – must provide us with a criterion that finds its
foundation in the way the intellect perceives it. This requirement is even
stronger in the case of modal distinctions, as we can see in Principles I.61:

A modal distinction can be taken in two ways: firstly, as a distinction
between a mode, properly so called, and the substance of which it is a mode;
and secondly, as a distinction between two modes of the same substance.

218

AT VIIIA 28 | CSM I 213.
Skirry (2004), p. 123.
220
Burgersdijk, ML, XXI, a3.
219

98

The first kind of modal distinction can be recognized from the fact that we
can clearly perceive a substance apart from the mode, which we say differs
from it whereas we cannot, conversely, understand the mode apart from the
substance. Thus, there is a modal distinction between shape or motion and
the corporeal substance in which they inhere; and similarly, there is a modal
distinction between affirmation or recollection and the mind. 221

Descartes presents two kinds of distinction regarding modes. He first
discusses how a mode is distinguished from its substance. Here, he does not
depart significantly from the epistemological criterion later offered by
Spinoza in his own definition of modes (E1d5).222

A mode cannot be

understood – or clearly and distinctly perceived – apart from its substance.
Conversely, a substance can (and must) be understood apart from its modes.
Having identified the modes of a substance, one can proceed to
distinguish modes from one another. Skirry, again, offers an excellent
formalisation of the latter distinction:

If all that pertains to the understanding of x can be excluded from the
understanding of y and vice versa, but the understanding of x and the
understanding of y cannot exclude all that pertains to the understanding of z,
and all that pertains to the understandings of x and y can be excluded from
the understanding of z, then x and y are modally distinct as two modes of one
and the same substance, namely z.223

As we have previously noted, Descartes’ conception of both real and modal
distinctions is deeply rooted in the understanding, and rests on the ‘clear
perception’ that an intellect has of the relations between a substance and its
modes. As I explained in section 1.1, this only partially covers Spinoza’s
understanding of the relationship between substance and modes, as the
definitions found in the Ethics require both the ontological and the
epistemological dependence of modes on the substance. The Cartesian story,
however, becomes more complicated as we approach the concept of attribute,
221
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which is, as I have established in section 1.2, not as clear for Descartes as it
is for Spinoza.
In Principles I.62, Descartes concludes his analysis of the various
kinds of distinctions with the introduction of what he calls a ‘distinction made
by reason’, or distinction of reason.224 “Finally, a distinction of reason is a
distinction between a substance and some attribute of that substance without
which the substance is unintelligible; alternatively, it is a distinction between
two such attributes of a single substance”. 225 Descartes goes on to provide the
‘signs’ or criteria for the identification of this kind of distinction. He argues
that it is “recognised by our inability to form a clear and distinct idea of the
substance if we exclude from it the attribute in question, or, alternatively, by
our inability to perceive clearly the idea of one of the two attributes if we
separate it from the other”.226 Examples of such attributes include duration,
existence, number and order.227
Skirry argues that Descartes’ emphasis on the role played by the
intellect means that he is referring to ‘just’ a DRR.228 By this, he means that
Descartes rejects the view that attributes and substances are distinguished by
a real distinction. Support for this hypothesis comes from a letter Descartes
wrote to an unknown correspondent in 1645 (or 1646). There, he denies that
any distinctions of reasoning reason are ever possible.
…to avoid confusion, in article 60 of Part One of my Principles of
Philosophy where I discuss it explicitly, I call [the distinction between a
substance and its principal attribute] a conceptual distinction—that is, a
distinction made by reason ratiocinatae. I do not recognise any distinction
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made by reason ratiocinantis—that is, one which has no foundation in reality
— because we cannot have any thought without a foundation; and
consequently in that article, I did not add the term ratiocinatae…So then, I
postulate three kinds of distinction: first a real distinction between two
substances; and then modal and formal distinctions, which are distinctions
of reason ratiocinatae. All these three can be called real in contrast to the
distinction of reason ratiocinantis.229

In this significant passage, Descartes assimilates distinctions of reason
(conceptual distinctions), formal distinctions, and modal distinctions. Ariew
argues that this text demonstrates “that the Cartesian doctrine was in the
process of formation”,230 as does the admission appearing in Principles I.62:
“I am aware that elsewhere I did lump this type of distinction with the modal
distinction, namely at the end of my Replies to the First Set of Objections to
the Meditations of First Philosophy”.231 Skirry, in his analysis of the
distinction between attributes and substances, indicates that Descartes’
presentation of the distinction of reason is “confused”, and connects this
confusion to the different presentations of distinctions offered by “Scotists
themselves, let alone other Aristotelians”. 232
In the context of this chapter, I would like to focus on the motives that
lead Descartes to ‘lump’ together these diverse kinds of distinctions. In my
opinion, the letter to the unknown correspondent clearly indicates what these
motives are: for Descartes, “we cannot have any thought without a
foundation”. As a consequence, the difference between DRR and distinction
of reasoning reason becomes trifling. The element that separates them is
almost ignored by Descartes. In fact, the foundation of the distinguishing
thought (either found in the object or not) is precisely what separates the two
distinctions according to most Scholastic (and Burgersdijk’s) understandings.
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However, in this chapter, we have observed how the two distinctions
of reason are precisely differentiated by the object they refer to. Distinctions
of reasoning reason are produced by the intellect, and therefore refer
immediately to the content of the intellect with only an indirect connection to
the real object. DRRs, instead, are discovered or observed by the intellect,
and the aspects they differentiate must therefore inhere in the real object. In
claiming that “we cannot have any thought without a foundation”, Descartes
introduces a requirement for the validity of distinctions that is evidently too
strong for distinctions of reasoning reason. Thus, he coherently discards these
from the count of distinctions, “lumping together” all other distinctions
(formal, modal, and ‘conceptual’) under the umbrella term “distinction of
reasoned reason”, which he contrasts with real distinctions. Nonetheless, it is
important to emphasise how strongly Descartes rejects the hypothesis that any
of these distinctions are pure distinctions of reasoning reason. For him, all
distinctions of reason possess a “foundation” in the reality of the
distinguished thing.
Descartes collapses the distinctions between a substance and its modes
or attributes, and between two modes or attributes of the same substance, into
a homogeneous conception. Thus, Descartes’ consideration of DRR is less
subtle than the ones provided by Duns Scotus, Suárez and Burgersdijk. It is
therefore less informative to try to use his analysis to interpret Spinoza’s,
notwithstanding their historical and philosophical proximity. For Spinoza, the
relationship between the substance and its attributes is radically different from
the relationship between the substance and its modes.
Nevertheless, we can still observe how – in Descartes’ treatment –
distinctions of reason are strongly connected to an object existing outside of
the intellect. The criterion for the application of distinctions of reason on
modes and attributes is situated in the object. Thus, far from being mere entia
rationis, modes and attributes acquire a robust character as extra-intellectual,
distinguishable objects, subject to DRR, as demonstrated by the fact that
substances, too, are distinguished on the grounds of an epistemological
argument.
My aim, in this chapter, has so far been to individuate the
philosophical resources available to Spinoza for helping him articulate the
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idea that attributal modes are ‘aspects’ rather than parts of a white mode, and
that attributes are aspects of substance. Within the Scholastic tradition, I have
identified a series of attempts to distinguish pure distinctions of reason from
DRRs, and a series of attempts to define the latter and delimitate their
application. A DRR, we have seen, is a distinction that aims to capture nonsubstantial entities that inhere in the same substance and are related to its
essence, and that are conceptually separated from each other. Scholastic
authors put their notions of the DRR to work in a variety of contexts, and for
a variety of purposes: to distinguish the persons of God (Aquinas); to justify
the generation of two distinct concepts of a given thing (Henry of Ghent); to
trace the internal differentiation of the quiddity of a given thing (Duns
Scotus); to distinguish the capacities and properties of the intellect, and the
different predications that can inhere in the same thing (Suárez).
In Spinoza’s own era this Scholastic approach is taken over by
Burgersdijk, who employs a version of the DRR to distinguish the different
“quiddities or definitions” found within one and the same thing.233 While
Burgersdijk continues to operate in a largely Scholastic framework, Descartes
rejects it. He justifies distinctions through the object that causes the
insurgence of a concept in the intellect. This demand virtually annihilates the
difference between a distinction of reasoning reason and a DRR, making it
superfluous. In this respect, Spinoza does not follow Descartes’ lead. He
draws on his philosophical predecessors in developing his own account of the
relation between attributal modes and white modes (which corresponds to the
relation between attributes and substance). Therefore, he makes use of views
forged in the workshops of Scholasticism. Spinoza’s debts, I argue, are not so
much to his immediate predecessor (Descartes), as to the philosophers of an
earlier era, through Burgersdijk, who seems likely to be the intermediary
whose works Spinoza read and assimilated.
As we have seen, there is a range of ways in which authors we have
so far discussed prefigure the views Spinoza develops in the Ethics. In the
next section, I shall use this comparative analysis to illuminate Spinoza’s own
consideration of different kinds of distinctions. I thus conclude my
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clarification of the distinction between different attributes of the same
substance, and different attributal aspects of the same white mode.
3.6 – Distinguishing aspects in Spinoza
In this section I shall argue that the distinction between substance and its
attributes, as Spinoza conceives of it, is a distinction of reasoned reason.
Although Spinoza never fully fleshed out an account of different types of
distinctions – comparable those offered by the logicians analysed earlier in
the chapter – we can trace the development of his views in his early works.
In a way that seems unpromising for my claim, he starts by defending an
account that follows the Cartesian view I have outlined.
In the Cogitata Metaphysica,234 the first tenet of Spinoza’s
classification is the ontological claim that “there is nothing in nature but
substances and their modes”.235 From this he infers that “a threefold
distinction of things is deduced, viz. real, modal, and of reason”. 236 In other
words, things can be distinguished through three different types of distinction.
The classification also follows Descartes in providing a definition of each of
these types. Thus, a real distinction obtains between substances, since “each
can be conceived, and consequently, can exist, without the aid of the other”.
A modal distinction obtains “between a mode of a substance and the
substance itself”, or “between two modes of one and the same substance”.
Again, the standard Cartesian criterion is provided: given two modes of the
same substance, each mode can exist and be conceived without the other, but
neither can be conceived without substance. This characterisation of modes
coheres with the one provided in E1d5, to the effect that modes are dependent
on the substance in terms of both causality and conceivability.
Spinoza then moves to describe the distinction of reason, “which
exists between substance and its attribute, as when duration is distinguished
from extension. And this is also known from the fact that such a substance
Cf. A. Donagan, Essence and the distinction of attributes in Spinoza’s metaphysics, in M.
Grene (ed.), Spinoza: A Collection of Critical Essays, Anchor Books, Garden City (NY)
1973, pp. 164-181.
235
CM II, 5. Cf. E1a1 and E1p15d.
236
CM II, 5. Spinoza explicitly references Descartes’ Principles, I.60-62.
234
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cannot be understood without that attribute”.237 For the Spinoza of the
Cogitata Metaphysica, a substance is distinguished from its attributes by a
distinction of reason, and the same distinction obtains between different
attributes of the same substance. The Cartesian influence on this definition,
and on the example provided, is undeniable, and is evidently the fruit of
Spinoza’s Cartesian phase. The mature Spinoza of the Ethics would not
describe duration, or existence, as attributes of substance.238 It is therefore
unclear how much weight we can place on these definitions when trying to
interpret Spinoza’s mature works.
Luckily, we have another early text that can assist us in developing a
more precise (and original) account of Spinoza’s theory of distinctions. In an
early letter to Simon De Vries, Spinoza defends his view that substance can
have more than one attribute by offering an account of the distinction between
substance and attributes that includes some of the characteristic features of a
DRR. I shall analyse the text of the letter to substantiate this claim, but it is
worth noting here that Spinoza offers an argument that recurs in the published
version of the Ethics.
A few months before the publication of the Cogitata Metaphysica,
Spinoza had received a letter from Simon De Vries, who was reading an early
draft of the Ethics. De Vries was especially puzzled by the “third scholium of
proposition 8” [sic], in which Spinoza stated: “from these [propositions] it is
evident that although two attributes may be conceived to be really distinct
(i.e., one may be conceived without the aid of the other) they do not, on that
account, constitute two beings or two different substances”.239 Here,
Spinoza’s divergence from Descartes is more evident. While he apparently
asserts that two attributes of the same substance are distinguished by a real
distinction, he denies the ontological ground for that distinction. He motivates
this denial with the following ontological claim: “it is of the nature of a
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substance that all of its attributes (I mean each of them) should be conceived
through themselves, since they have [always] been in it together”.240
Distancing himself from the exclusively epistemological criteria
provided by Descartes (and restated in the Cogitata Metaphysica), Spinoza
uses an ontological argument to expound the tension existing between a real
distinction and a distinction of reason. If an attribute constitutes the essence
of substance, and if by attribute we understand what Descartes calls a
‘principal attribute’241 (i.e. extension and thought), then according to
Cartesian ontology a substance cannot have more than one attribute.242 This
is precisely the objection that De Vries raises to Spinoza in his letter.243
Spinoza’s response, in Letter 9, is extremely informative, as he insists
– even at this early stage – on his ontological project. Resorting to an
argument that remains identical in the mature version of the Ethics, he proves
that a substance can, indeed, have more than one attribute. The first argument
for this conclusion assumes as a premise that every being can be understood
under some attribute, and that “the more reality or being a being has the more
attributes must be attributed to it”.244 Therefore, a being absolutely infinite
must have infinite attributes.245 The second argument goes in the opposite
direction, since it states that “the more attributes I attribute to a being, the
more I am compelled to attribute existence to it; that is, the more I conceive
it as true”.246
As this shows, the gulf between Cartesian and Spinozist ontology is
already present in Letter 9. Spinoza denies that a substance must have only
one attribute, and insists that an infinite being (the one substance of the
Ethics) must have infinite attributes. Therefore, the attributes inherit the self240

Letter 8 [G IV/41/5-7].
Descartes, Principles, I.53 (AT VIII 25).
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For a more comprehensive version of this argument, see Donagan (1973), pp. 164-165.
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conceivability of substance, as Spinoza shows in the definition of substance
provided in the letter:

By substance I understand what is in itself and is conceived through itself,
i.e., whose concept does not involve the concept of another thing. I
understand the same by attribute, except that it is called attribute in relation
to the intellect, which attributes such and such a definite nature to substance.

Prima facie, this definition may seem a straightforward admission of
subjectivism towards the attributes. Attributes are apparently defined as being
the same as the substance, “except…in relation to the intellect”. However, I
suggest that this text – together with the scholium quoted by De Vries, which
became E1p10s – provides us with an understanding of the relation between
substance and attributes that falls precisely under the scope of DRR. This
“alternative” understanding of the role of the intellect in forming concepts is
not alien to Spinoza’s epistemological framework, as Rosenthal confirms in
a recent study.247 Furthermore, it is compatible with a reading that situates
Spinoza, perhaps unconsciously, on a path of unbroken continuity with
Suárez and other late medieval logicians.
Let us recall the characteristics of an aspect, namely the object
distinguished by a DRR. An aspect must not be a substance, but must inhere
in it; it must be distinct and differentiated with respect to other aspects, but
cannot contradict them; it must be inseparable from other aspects; it must be
conceptually independent of other aspects.
The first clause, (a), regards the non-substantiality of aspects. I
maintain that this holds for Spinoza’s conception of attributes. Attributes –
both in the mature Ethics definition and in the early stages of his metaphysics
– are not substances. Recall that, in E1d4, Spinoza affirms: “By attribute I
understand what the intellect perceives of a substance, as constituting its
essence”. Thus, attributes constitute the essence of substance, but they are not
themselves substances. This distinction resembles Aquinas’ distinction
247

M. Rosenthal, Spinoza on Beings of Reason [Entia Rationis] and the Analogical
Imagination, in C. Ramond and J. Stetter (eds.), Spinoza in 21st-Century American and
French Philosophy: Metaphysics, Philosophy of Mind, Moral and Political Philosophy,
Bloomsbury, London 2019, pp. 231-250.
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between aliud and alius, between a thing and an aspect. The distinction of
attributes, while true in the intellect, is not an ontological separation. If we
were to grant that Spinoza conceived the attributes as ontologically
independent, we would have to deny his monism, as Della Rocca shows.248
What about requisite (b), i.e. the inherence of aspects in the
distinguendum? For Spinoza, the distinction between an attribute and its
substance is not a modal distinction. Therefore, they cannot be said to inhere
in their substance, as modes do.249 Nonetheless, this does not disprove the
thesis that Spinoza’s distinction between attributes and substance is a DRR.
As I have shown in Chapter 1, Descartes developed a new conception of the
relation between substance, attributes, and modes. Spinoza’s reaction to this
conception meant a radical reshaping of the notion of inherence, as a
consequence of the reshaping of the notion of accident, which would become
the correspondent of Spinoza’s notion of mode.250 It is not surprising, then,
that clause (b) is lost in translation from the corresponding Scholastic
terminology.
Let us now examine the remaining criteria for the application of the
DRR. Attributes, like aspects, are radically distinct from each other. As we
have seen, Spinoza establishes a strict conceptual separation between
attributes in E1p10 (“Each attribute of a substance must be conceived through
itself”). Extension cannot be conceived through thought, thought cannot be
conceived through extension, and likewise for each of the infinite attributes
of substance. This suffices to establish clause (e) of the DRR criteria, i.e. the
conceptual independence of the aspects from each other.
Furthermore, because of Spinoza’s commitment to the Principle of
Sufficient Reason, this separation means that an attribute cannot be used in
proving the non-existence of other attributes. As Della Rocca demonstrates,
Spinoza’s commitment to the PSR precludes negative trans-attributal
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explanations, including the respective contradiction of attributes.251 Thus, we
obtain the non-contradiction clause (c) that we have regularly observed in the
definition of aspects, since Aquinas. Attributes cannot contradict each other,
since they have “nothing in common with one another”.252 They are, however,
distinguished from one another.
What about the last remaining clause, (d), which asserts the
inseparability of aspects from each other, but not from the substance? Spinoza
proves this very point in the two propositions that establish his substance
monism, E1p12 and E1p13. The first one reads: “No attribute of a substance
can be truly conceived from which it follows that the substance can be
divided”. In E1p12d, the demonstration excludes as an absurdity the
possibility that a substance, which is separated in parts which are substances,
can be infinite. In E1p13d,253 the argument is completed: “the parts into which
[the substance] would be divided will either retain the nature of an absolutely
infinite substance or they will not. If the first, then there will be a number of
substances of the same nature, which (by E1p5) is absurd”. It is precisely
because attributes cannot be detached from their substance (and thus from
each other) that the substantial parts deriving from the division of substance
would have to both retain and not retain those attributes, which is a plain
contradiction.
We can now conclude that Spinoza’s understanding of attributes is
akin to the description of aspects that has emerged from our analysis of the
history of the notion of a DRR. Perhaps unconsciously, Spinoza overcomes
the reading of distinctions provided by Descartes and – through Burgersdijk
– reconnects with the Scholastic tradition, eminently summarised by Suárez.
With this knowledge in mind, let us return to E1p10s:
Spinoza’s conceptual segregation between attributes “preclude[s] not only positive transattribute explanations (e.g. explanations that a is thinking because a is extended), but also
negative trans-attribute explanations (e.g. explanations that a is not thinking because a is
extended)” – Della Rocca (2008), p. 55. This specific clause of the attributes’ segregation
generates an interesting puzzle in the establishment of Spinoza’s monism. See Della Rocca
(2008), pp. 52-55 and Garrett (1979).
252
Cf. E1a5: “Things that have nothing in common with one another also cannot be
understood through one another, or the concept of the one does not involve the concept of
the other”, and E1p2: “Two substances having different attributes have nothing in common
with one another”.
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…although two attributes may be conceived to be really distinct (i.e., one
may be conceived without the aid of the other), we still cannot infer from
that that they constitute two beings, or two different substances. For it is of
the nature of a substance that each of its attributes is conceived through itself,
since all the attributes it has have always been in it together, and one could
not be produced by another, but each expresses the reality, or being of
substance.

In this passage, Spinoza initially appears to treat the distinction between
attributes as a real distinction. However, aware of the fact that a real
distinction conduces to a substantial separation, he is careful to warn the
reader that the distinction is only “conceived” as such by the intellect. Two
attributes do not constitute two beings, or two different substances. The
essential attributes of substance are thus received (or discovered) by the
intellect as aspects that are “in the substance together” and distinguished
through a distinction of reasoned reason. The dilemma of how to reconcile
objectivism and subjectivism is therefore resolved: while the first reads this
passage as establishing a real distinction, the second insists on a rational
distinction. Neither is correct. The distinction of reasoned reason, while
acknowledging a certain reality to the distinctness of aspects, maintains its
rational character and is therefore able to avoid jeopardising Spinoza’s
monism.
3.7 – Conclusions
The analysis of this chapter has helped to illuminate Spinoza’s conception of
the distinction and relation between attributes and substance. Furthermore, as
I have argued in the second half of Chapter 2, the same relation must describe
not only the way attributes relate to substance, but also the way modes of the
attributes relate to white modes. Thus, the idea of a mode and the body of the
same mode are distinguished by a distinction of reasoned reason, which
separates these aspects of the same mode without establishing them as quasisubstances (distinguished by a real distinction).
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My interpretation implies that Spinoza, reading Descartes and
Burgersdijk (if not directly Suárez), could see the missing link generated by
the Cartesian reduction of the theory of distinction. Spinoza’s introduction of
an ontological difference between modes and attributes brings him closer to
Suárez and Burgersdijk than to his immediate predecessor, Descartes. In the
Ethics, and in the letter to De Vries, Spinoza found the logical,
epistemological, and ontological space for his own understanding of attributes
and attributal reality. Interpreting Spinoza’s metaphysics of attributes through
the concept of DRR enables us to reconstruct his ontological view of
attributes as aspects, and not parts, of the substance. Thus, we can overcome
the dichotomy of subjectivist and objectivist interpretations, without
jeopardising Spinoza’s monism or undermining the conceptual separation of
attributes.
Furthermore, my interpretation of the distinction of reasoned reason
dispels the reservations I voiced in section 2.6 about Melamed’s solution to
the problem of trans-attributal features. Distinctions of reasoned reason can
act as unifiers of the different facets of the idea of a white mode, insofar as
they do not entail a separation of that mode into parts.
In the first three chapters of this dissertation I have established the
conditions for understanding Spinoza’s notion of a mode, and its relationship
to substance and attributes. In the next chapter, I move to the analysis of its
most fundamental properties, with the aim of providing its basic criteria of
individuation.
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Chapter 4 – Neutral properties, power, and relations

Introduction
In the previous chapter, I argued that Spinoza’s metaphysical system involves
a conception of attributes as aspects of substance, which are distinguished by
a DRR. Similarly, I endorsed the view that modes of the attributes are aspects
of an entity that I named a ‘white mode’. In Chapter 2, I had argued that
modes must share certain ‘neutral properties’ in order to be identifiable across
attributes. In this chapter, I analyse the nature of these neutral properties and
consider what properties would fit the profile required for trans-attributal
identification.
In the first three sections, I discuss possible candidates for the role of
trans-attributal identifiers, beginning with those proposed by Della Rocca.
This group includes causal properties, temporal properties, and compositional
properties. In the fourth section, I suggest that affects should be considered
as neutral properties, insofar as affects can be reduced to the causal relations
that are part and parcel of Spinoza’s metaphysics.
However, I also argue that Della Rocca’s methodology – identifying
neutral properties across modes in different attributes – is not enough to
establish a trans-attributal account of white modes. I go on to introduce the
argument that a unitary notion could (and should) in principle be capable of
tracing objects in different attributes. My method focuses on what it means
for something to have a certain neutral property, e.g. to be a cause, or to be a
composite body. I argue that these common characteristics can be explained
if we interpret power as the unitary notion that aspects of white modes share.
I propose that neutral properties should be considered as preferential –
although not exclusive – routes for the expression of that power. In other
words, the power exemplified by white modes is channelled through their
neutral properties.
The overall aim of this chapter is to establish the trans-attributal nature
of a mode in Spinoza’s metaphysics and show that this nature is expressed in
the relational properties of a white mode.
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4.1 – The order of causation as an attribute-neutral property
In Chapter 2, I discussed the problem of identifying modes across attributes.
To recapitulate, I presented Della Rocca’s view that modes can have
‘intensional’ or attribute-related properties, and ‘neutral’ or attribute-neutral
properties.254 Della Rocca maintains that some of the properties possessed by
a mode require conception through a specific attribute. For example, having
a certain volume requires conception through the attribute of extension.255 By
contrast, a neutral property “does not presuppose that the item with that
property is of a particular attribute”.256
To say that neutral properties are neutral in relation to attributes is to
say that they somehow transcend attributes in their application. As I argued
in Chapter 2, this cannot mean that they are conceived without any attribute;
rather, they must be conceived under all attributes at once.257 For this reason,
Della Rocca maintains that the criteria identifying modes across attributes
must be found among neutral properties. I went on to define a white mode as
the co-present and simultaneous conception of all the modes of the attributes
at once. Therefore, the neutral properties through which we identify modes
across attributes must constitute the set of properties possessed by a white
mode. 258
The notion of neutral properties relies on Spinoza’s theory of
parallelism, presented in E2p7 and its scholium. Della Rocca advances a
strong interpretation of this theory, in which “there is a one-to-one
254
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correspondence between ideas and extended things”.259 Ideas and bodies are
therefore in a relation that we may call ‘being a parallel mode’. In Chapters 2
and 3, I endorsed Melamed’s interpretation of this relation as ‘being a parallel
aspect of the same mode’. However, my aim in this chapter – to identify the
properties that guarantee the unity of a white mode – coincides with Della
Rocca’s inquiry surrounding the identifiers of parallel modes. In order to
isolate those identifiers, Della Rocca considers several possible candidates for
the role of neutral properties.
The first candidate he examines is ‘having a certain number of effects’
or ‘being the cause of a certain number of effects’. Della Rocca does not
provide extensive textual evidence to secure causality as a neutral feature of
modes. His principal reference is E2p7s, where ‘order’ is used in the sense of
‘causal order’: “...we shall find one and the same order, or one and the same
connection of causes, that is, that the same things follow one another”.
Examining other occurrences of the term ‘order’ in the Ethics, one can find a
series of occasions in which Spinoza identifies the concepts of ‘order’ and
‘succession of causes’.
One such occurrence is E1p33, together with its demonstration and
scholia. The proposition claims, “things could have been produced by God in
no other way, and in no other order than they have been produced”. What
exactly is the meaning of ‘order’, in this context? Could it be a chronological
order, or a logical succession? Spinoza helps us clear this doubt in the
demonstration: “If things could have been of another nature, or could have
been determined to produce an effect in another way, so that the order of
Nature was different, then God’s nature could also have been other than it is
now”.260 The impression that ‘order’ refers to the causal order of effect
production is reinforced by the scholium, in which Spinoza explicitly
mentions “the order of causes”.
However, a potential counter-argument to the identification of ‘order’
and ‘causal order’ derives from the Appendix of Part I of the Ethics, where
Spinoza appears to reject the notion of ‘order’ as purely imaginative and
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ultimately inadequate. Whilst criticising those who believe in finalism and
teleology, he remarks that “they firmly believe, in their ignorance of things
and of their own nature, that there is an order in things...as if order were
anything in Nature more than a relation to our imagination”.
Nevertheless, the overall evidence of the Ethics allows us to rule out
the remarks of the Appendix on the grounds that they are exclusively directed
against the use of ‘order’ in appeals to finalism and final causes. I agree with
Della Rocca that E2p7s explicitly equates “order” and “succession of causes”.
I also believe that E3p2s strengthens this case. In this proposition,
Spinoza once again insists on the causal segregation of the modes of different
attributes. In the scholium, the bodily chain of actions and passions is
paralleled with a corresponding chain in the mind: “The order, or connection,
of things is one, whether Nature is conceived under this attribute or that;
hence the order of actions and passions of our body is, by nature, at one with
the order of actions and passions of the mind”. Moreover, this scholium
directly relies on E2p7s. Thus, Spinoza does not appeal to his theory of
parallelism to prove that the causal chains of extension and thought are
separated and independent of each other. He rests his case exclusively on the
concept of God as the sole cause of the affections of both the mind and the
body. However, he does appeal to parallelism (through the reference to
E2p7s) when accounting for the ultimate unity of the causal chains of
affections.261 Spinoza’s description of causal properties does not rely on any
specific attributes, but on the overall features of modes, regardless of their
attributal specification. The connection between E3p2s and E2p7s is one
instance of this neutrality, and it supports the interpretation of causality as a
neutral property that can be used to identify white modes across attributes.
I have now examined the main textual evidence regarding Della
Rocca’s claim that causal properties are trans-attributal, neutral properties. I
have shown that his argument is well-grounded and coherent. Causal
properties are not conceived under a specific attribute, but under all attributes
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at once. They behave in parallel and isomorphic ways in different attributes,
without demanding cross-attributal action.
4.2 – Temporal properties and eternity
Della Rocca goes on to propose that temporal properties are also neutral with
respect to the attributes. In this section, I argue that, although a case can be
made for including them, it is less convincing than the argument for causal
properties.
Della Rocca offers the following examples of temporal properties:
“began to exist at t 1”, “exists at t2”, “ceases to exist at t3”, “exists for ten years”
and so on.262 In order to qualify as neutral, such properties would have to be
true of each and every aspect of a white mode, or as Della Rocca puts it,
parallel modes would have to “share all the same neutral temporal
properties).263 To show that they do, he appeals to E2p8c. “When singular
things are said to exist, not only insofar as they are comprehended in God’s
attributes, but insofar also as they are said to have duration, their ideas also
involve the existence through which they are said to have duration”.
According to Della Rocca, this is properly applied only in the demonstration
of E5p23, which reads “we do not attribute duration to [the human mind]
except while the body endures”. The dependence of E5p23d on E2p8c and
therefore on E2p7s is clear. From this dependence, Della Rocca argues,
“Spinoza obviously sees the neutral temporal properties of modes as
contributing to the order and connection of series of modes”.264 In sum, Della
Rocca concludes that temporal properties are isomorphic in the attributes of
thought and extension.
Unfortunately, this isomorphism is not beyond doubt. Spinoza clearly
maintains that the duration of a mind is, in a sense, parallel to the duration of
a body. However, the issue is complicated by Spinoza’s claim that the mind
is eternal. As Della Rocca acknowledges, Spinoza’s commitment to the
parallel duration of mind and body “may or may not be compatible with his
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views on the eternality of the mind”.265 It is unclear whether one can affirm
that ‘mind’ and ‘body’ terminate at the same time.
In particular, the famous E5p23 is difficult to reconcile with Della
Rocca’s views: “The human mind cannot be absolutely destroyed with the
body, but something of it remains which is eternal”. Generations of scholars
have argued for and against an interpretation of this proposition that would
reconcile Spinoza with the long tradition of religious philosophers who have
defended the immortality of the soul. Some interpreters go as far as to
maintain that Spinoza defends the eternal survival of an individual soul;
according to them, E5p23 describes “the eternal preservation of something
that was peculiar to a particular human being during his lifetime”.266
However, such interpretations have been contested by most leading
Spinoza scholars. According to Nadler, for example, it is unlikely that
Spinoza would have wanted to defend anything like the immortality of the
soul. As Nadler shows, the word “immortality” is only used once in the
Ethics; moreover, it is used “in a context in which Spinoza is describing the
foolish beliefs of the multitude, who are often motivated to act virtuously only
by their hope for an eternal reward and their fear of an eternal punishment”.267
Nadler and other sympathetic scholars have presented extensive evidence
against any interpretation portraying Spinoza as defending some kind of
‘personal’ immortality of the soul. 268 In fact, they have shown that this thesis
arguably goes against the spirit of Spinoza’s overall metaphysical project.
Nonetheless, there remain some leading Spinoza interpreters such as
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Donagan, Carlisle, and Rudavsky, who have argued that there could still be
some ‘personal’ element in the eternity of the mind.269
This debate has consolidated into two opposing positions.
Commentators such as Wolfson, Donagan, Rudavsky, and more recently
Grey claim that there is a personal element in the eternity of the mind, or even
a straightforward personal immortality. 270 By contrast, scholars such as
Nadler, Curley, Moreau, Lebuffe, Carlisle, and Garber acknowledge the
eternity of the mind as a more “ideal” object. Both positions, however, agree
that the mind has a certain temporal property – eternal existence – that the
body does not share. If the body terminates at t1, the mind terminates at a later
t2, or – most likely – does not terminate at all.
To establish Della Rocca’s claim that temporal properties qualify as
neutral, trans-attributal properties, we would therefore have to show that
Spinoza does not regard the mind as eternal. This, Della Rocca does not do. I
shall therefore avoid referring to temporal properties as trans-attributal
identifiers for aspects of white modes. 271
4.3 – Complexity and composition as neutral properties
Della Rocca’s last candidate for the role of neutral property is that of “being
a complex individual”.272 An item is a ‘complex individual’ if it consists in
the ordered union of smaller individuals. 273
Della Rocca argues that “this phenomenon occurs both in the realm of
extension and in the realm of thought”, and furthermore that “Spinoza thinks
that if a mode of one attribute is a complex individual, then the parallel mode
A. Donagan, Spinoza’s Proof of Immortality, in M. Grene (ed.), Spinoza: A Collection of
Critical Essays, Anchor Books, Garden City (NY) 1973, pp. 241-258; C. Carlisle, Spinoza
on Eternal Life, in «American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly» (89), 2015, pp. 69-96; cf.
Rudavsky (2000).
270
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(eds.), Individuation and Identity in Early Modern Philosophy, SUNY Press, Albany 1994,
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of another attribute must also be a complex individual”.274 Thus, complexity
is an isomorphic and neutral property of modes in different attributes. The
textual evidence Della Rocca presents for this thesis is E2p15d, where
Spinoza states that the human mind is not simple, but a composite object. In
the demonstration, however, he proceeds to clarify the connection between
body and mind.
The idea that constitutes the formal being of the human mind is the idea of a
body (by E2p13), which (by Postulate 1) is composed of a great many highly
composite individuals. But of each individual composing the body, there is
necessarily (by E2p8c) an idea in God. Therefore (by E2p7), the idea of the
human body is composed of these many ideas of the parts composing the
body, q.e.d.

In this dense demonstration, there are multiple references to the theory of
parallelism. Aside from the reference to E2p8c, there is also a straightforward
application of E2p7. Just as the body is a complex object composed of smaller
bodies, the mind (which Spinoza has defined at E2p13 as the idea of the body)
is also a composite of simpler ideas. Composition is thus an isomorphic and
neutral property common to both ideas and bodies.
Furthermore, E2p15 is used in the demonstration of E3p3, where
Spinoza explains how complex human minds actually are, and recapitulates
the demonstrative steps of the second part of the Ethics: “The mind is nothing
but the idea of an actually existing body (by E2p11 and E2p13); this idea (by
E2p15) is composed of many others, of which some are adequate (E2p38c),
and others inadequate (by E2p29c)”. Once again, we have confirmation that,
for Spinoza, minds are complex objects composed of parts of different types,
for example of adequate and inadequate ideas.
Elaborating his thesis that the complexity of the mind is paralleled by
that of the body, Della Rocca affirms that “Spinoza sees the fact that certain
modes unite to form a single individual as an aspect of the way in which a
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series of modes is ordered and connected”.275 In other words, the property of
‘being a complex object’ does not have to be understood through a particular
attribute, such as extension or thought.276 Thus, although Della Rocca does
not explicitly draw this conclusion, there are grounds for inferring that ‘being
a component of a complex object’ is a neutral property. The isomorphic
structure shared by modes of different attributes allows us to identify them
whether on a microscopic or macroscopic level.
4.4 – Affects as neutral properties
I now move on to argue that we can understand Spinoza’s affects as causal
properties, and therefore as properties that play a part in fixing the identity of
white modes. Affects are described as the causal properties of a thing,
considered from a specific point of view. When a thing is considered as a
cause, the affect will be an action; when a thing is considered as an effect, the
same affect will be a passion.
My aim in this section is to suggest that affects provide another
example of trans-attributal, neutral properties, though one that has not yet
been examined in the literature. Applying the same criteria that we have used
so far, I contend that affects can be conceived under all attributes at once, and
not exclusively under a specific attribute. I go on to consider whether affects
behave in parallel and isomorphic ways in different attributes, without
demanding cross-attributal action.
Spinoza introduces the concept of affection early in the Ethics, when
he defines modes as “the affections of a substance” in E1d5. However, the
manner in which affections operate on singular things is not clarified until
Part III of the work. E3d3 defines affects as “affections of the body by which
the body’s power of acting is increased or diminished, aided or restrained,
and at the same time, the ideas of these affections”. We immediately see that
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the definition of affects encompasses a mode of the attribute of extension and
one of the attribute of thought. If we apply the results we have arrived at in
the course of the last two chapters, we find that affects operate in a transattributal way. Affects allow one white mode to operate on another white
mode, encompassing their different aspects at once. Thus, affects appear to
be an ideal candidate for the role of neutral property.
The function of affects relates to the compositionality of mind and
body discussed in the section above. In the postulates of the Physical
Digression of the second part of the Ethics, Spinoza remarks that “the human
body is composed of a great many individuals”. He further notes that these
individuals and the human body they constitute “are affected by external
bodies in very many ways”. The parallel aspects of these bodily affections are
elucidated in E2p14: “The human mind is capable of perceiving a great many
things, and is the more capable, the more its body can be disposed in a great
many ways”. The complicated relations that connect the mind with other ideas
and the body and other bodies, are the ‘dispositions’ of the body and the
‘perceptions’ of the mind. In E3d3, Spinoza incorporates and reunites these
two relational processes under the term ‘affect’. Affects thus provide an
attribute-neutral description of relational processes that are at work in diverse
attributes. They can thus be conceived under all the attributes at once,
although they can also be conceived under a single attribute, as shown by the
cases of bodily ‘dispositions’ and mental ‘perceptions’.
Let us now address the second requisite of neutral properties, namely
that their parallel manifestations do not involve cross-attributal agency.
Spinoza provides a clear defence of this requirement in E3p2: “The body
cannot determine the mind to thinking, and the mind cannot determine the
body to motion, to rest, or to anything else”. Once again, he reaffirms the
causal segregation of modes in different attributes.277 Furthermore, his
demonstration of this proposition rests on his vertical conception of causality.
The substance is the cause of all modes of thinking insofar as it is a thinking
thing, and at the same time the cause of all modes of extension insofar as it is
277
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an extended thing.278 God/substance is the immanent cause of each mode in
each attribute, insofar as it consists of infinite attributes.
In E3p2s Spinoza provides further support for the view that affects are
neutral properties. He explicitly states that “the order of actions and passions
of our body is, by nature, at one with the order of actions and passions of the
mind”. The terms he uses here are, if possible, even stronger than the English
‘at one’. In Latin, the text reads “simul sit natura”, which can be interpreted
either as ‘being naturally homogeneous (or similar)’ or as ‘being similar in
nature’. Either way, it is fair to conclude that the concatenation of affects is
an important aspect of the ‘order and connection’ of E2p7. In my view, the
textual evidence therefore supports the suggestion that Spinoza’s affects meet
the second requirement of trans-attributal properties; they behave in parallel
and isomorphic ways under different attributes, without demanding crossattributal action.
I have argued that neutral properties can be used to identify modes
across attributes. Specifically, I have endorsed Della Rocca’s view that causal
and compositional properties are neutral, while rejecting the idea that the
same applies to temporal properties. In addition, I have argued that affects
should also be added to the list of neutral properties.
Finally, I have implied that all these properties are essential to white
modes. I now move on to argue that the neutral properties I have identified
share some essential features, and ultimately the same essence: power.
4.5 – The common denominator of neutral properties
In the following sections, I propose an interpretation that unifies the different
neutral properties I have so far identified. I argue that reasoning about neutral
properties allows us to import certain interpretative principles, discovered in
investigating modes under a certain attribute, into the interpretation of modes
under all attributes – white modes. First, however, it seems appropriate to
E3p2d: “All modes of thinking have God for a cause, insofar as he is a thinking thing, and
not insofar as he is explained by another attribute... Next, the motion and rest of the body
must arise from another body, which has also been determined to motion or rest by another;
and absolutely, whatever arises in the body must have arisen from God insofar as he is
considered to be affected by some mode of extension, and not insofar as he is considered to
be affected by some mode of thinking”.
278
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explain why such a unification is necessary. Why can we not be satisfied with
a list of neutral properties that capture parallelism in action?
There are at least two answers to this question. First, as Spinoza
scholarship has repeatedly shown, a strong version of the principle of
sufficient reason is at work in Spinoza’s Ethics and in his philosophy in
general. 279 One does not need to endorse an interpretation of the principle as
strong as those defended, for example, by Lin or Della Rocca to acknowledge
that Spinoza would not treat the connection of modes across attributes as a
brute fact. Secondly, as we have seen before, since attributes are aspects of
God, modes of the attributes must be included in the ontological expression
that flows from God’s essence. We therefore need to explain how the chain
of modes in parallel attributes flows in an ordered and connected manner. The
ideal place to look for this explanation is among the roots of the neutral
properties that constitute the order and connection of things and ideas.
The neutral properties identified so far are causal properties,
compositional properties and affects. I start my inquiry by analysing what it
means for something to possess one of these properties.
4.5.1 – Causation and power
Spinoza describes causality in terms of having the power to cause other
things. What, then, does it mean for something to cause something else, in
Spinoza’s metaphysics? Lennox identifies four possible senses in which
something can be a cause. 280 These are:
a) That which is productive of some other thing. 281
279

See for example: Della Rocca (2003) pp. 75-93; M. Della Rocca, Violations of the
Principle of Sufficient Reason (in Leibniz and Spinoza), in F. Correia and B. Schneider,
Metaphysical Grounding: Understanding the Structure of Reality, Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge 2012, pp. 139-164; the Della Rocca-Garber debate in «Journal of the
History of Philosophy» 53:3 (2015); M. Lin, The Principle of Sufficient Reason in Spinoza,
in M. Della Rocca (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Spinoza, Oxford University Press, Oxford
2017, pp. 133-154; D. Schneider, Spinoza’s PSR as a Principle of Clear and Distinct
Representation, in «Pacific Philosophical Quarterly» (95:1), 2014, pp. 109-129.
280
J. Lennox, The Causality of Finite Modes in Spinoza’s Ethics, in «Canadian Journal of
Philosophy» (6:3), 1976, pp. 479-500, especially pp. 480-481.
281
Lennox presents textual evidence situated at E1p6d, E1p28d, E1p33.

123

b) That from which something necessarily follows, i.e. that which is a
necessary and sufficient condition of the existence of some thing or
event.282
c) That which is expressed in the true definition of some thing or
event.283
d) That through which a thing is conceived.284

Within this group, (c) and (d) describe epistemological causation, while
ontological causation is considered in (a) and (b).285 Here, I only discuss (a)
and (b). An interesting debate – as old as the Ethics itself – has arisen around
the apparent conflict between these two.286 Strictly speaking, (b) only applies
to the one substance, the only necessary and sufficient condition of the
existence of everything else. By contrast, (a) allows various kinds of things,
including modes, to be ‘productive’ causes.
Many scholars have attempted to fill the gaps between these two
positions.287 One of the most successful attempts is Yovel’s theory of the two
directions of causality. 288 “Given a particular thing”, Yovel maintains, “there
are two ways [for Spinoza] to account for it”. The first is a ‘horizontal’ line
of causation, communicated from mode to mode, presented in E1p28 and its
demonstration. According to this view, “however far we may regress or
progress in the line of causes, we shall always remain in the realm of finite
modes and external determination”. Yovel’s ‘horizontal’ causation is thus
limited to finite modes and external (or transitive) causality.
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The second line of Yovel’s causation is vertical and connects
particular things with God “as their immanent cause, following a logical
principle of particularisation”.289 Spinoza describes this process of vertical
causation in E1p16, E1p18 and E1p25, explaining that it consists of inherent
or immanent causation, which can therefore only involve the substance. Thus,
Yovel’s two directions of causation are, for all relevant purposes, congruent
with Lennox’s two ontological clauses: Yovel’s ‘vertical’ line is (b), and his
‘horizontal’ line, (a).
If we accept the story so far, the question we must now answer is the
following: how can these two lines be reconciled? Yovel interprets the
vertical chain of causation as the transmission of the substance’s causality
into the world of finite modes. He maintains that the vertical line “goes from
the substance through an attribute to a series of infinite modes…until it is said
to reach and determine the particular individual”. His argument rests on the
interpretation of infinite modes as natural laws,290 where ‘natural laws’ are
“individual entities transmitting the power and necessity of God”.291
Adopting Yovel’s account, we are now in possession of a conceptual
building block that can help us understand Spinoza’s understanding of
ontological causation: both (a) and (b) can be described as ‘transmissions of
power’. The horizontal line is the transmission of power from one mode to
another, i.e. from one mode of an attribute to another mode of the same
attribute. By contrast, the vertical line is the substance’s power as it is
immanently expressed in finite modes, in accordance with natural laws.
Viljanen proposes a similar account in which the two lines of causation are
ultimately the expression of the same power. “By ‘power’ Spinoza refers to
the intrinsic causal activity of things… Things are what they are and the way
they are because everything there is follows, with geometrical necessity, from
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God’s essence”.292 To defend his interpretation, Viljanen refers to E1p34, the
proposition where Spinoza states that “God’s power is his essence itself”,
thereby affirming the connection between the concepts of power and essence.
However, the connection between essence, causality and power does not stop
at God, but involves all singular things. 293 This claim is proved in E1p36 and
its demonstration:

Nothing exists from whose nature some effect does not follow.
Dem: Whatever exists expresses the nature, or essence of God in a certain
and determinate way (by E1p25c), that is (by E1p34), whatever exists
expresses in a certain and determinate way the power of God, which is the
cause of all things. So (by E1p16), from [NS: everything which exists] some
effect must follow, q.e.d.

Viljanen emphasises how this passage leads Spinoza to “build his case, to an
important degree, on the idea that all things ‘express’ the power of God”.294
Strictly speaking, causation is understood as expression of power, which in
turn is the essence of the substance. 295 The substance expresses its essence
(i.e. power), and this occurs through both the vertical and horizontal lines of
causation.
Causation is therefore ultimately the expression of the substance’s
power, which is also its essence. The vertical line of causation strengthens the
connection between power and causation as a neutral property, expressed
through all attributes. In other words, “extension…is God’s power to produce
an infinite causally connected series of bodies in various changing states of
motion and rest. Thought is God’s power to produce an infinite, [causally
connected] determined series of representations of every other mode”.296
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By contrast, the horizontal line of causation provides an explanation
for the causal connection of modes within the same attribute. Through the
connection between power and causation, therefore, we can draw a
comprehensive picture of Spinoza’s understanding of causality.
4.5.2 – Composition and power
I now turn to consider what it means to be either a composite mode or a
component of such a mode within Spinoza’s metaphysics. Spinoza discusses
this issue in the second part of the Ethics, notably in his Digression on the
nature of bodies and their composition. In the definition provided in the
Physical Digression, Spinoza states the identity criteria for a composite body:

When a number of bodies, whether of the same or of different size, are so
constrained by other bodies that they lie upon one another, or if they so
move, whether with the same degree or different degrees of speed, that they
communicate their motions to each other in a certain fixed manner, we shall
say that those bodies are united with one another and that they all together
compose one body or individual, which is distinguished from the others by
this union of bodies.

When simpler bodies press on one another, composite bodies are created. If
this suggests a compositional or mereological account of what it means to be
a body, such a view is immediately put under strain by Spinoza’s claim that
bodies are always either in motion or at rest.297 The motion (or rest) of a
composite body is the particular expression of its power, that identifies it
under the attribute of extension, and it is the direction of its motion that either
brings the composite body into existence, or destroys it. 298 According to Zac:
“beings are dynamical structures integrated in a system of dynamical
structures, where each one defends its own individuality, although they are
297
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all integrated in a network of intelligible relations”.299 Spinoza portrays finite
modes in the Physical Digression as relational and dynamic.
He goes on to craft an image of the corporeal unity of a body through
its ratio of motion and rest, and the agreement between the ratios of motion
and rest among its parts. The mereology of a body is thus enriched by motionrelated criteria. 300 Under the attribute of extension, the compositional
individuation of both parts and wholes (composite bodies) depends on
motion, i.e. a particular extended expression of the substance’s power.301 To
put the point another way, under the attribute of extension, motion and rest,
along with their compositional ratio, constitute an expression of the power of
substance, immanent in bodies.
One could formulate an objection to this position on the basis of E3p7:
“The striving [conatus] by which each thing strives to persevere in its being
is nothing but the actual essence of the thing”. In other words, the ‘striving’,
by which a thing perseveres in its being, could be considered a simple notion,
and therefore not subject to composition. This argument is but a part of a
larger debate between an interpretation that sees a contrast between the
‘energetic’ or ‘powerful’ understanding of individuals in Spinoza’s
metaphysics, and one that focuses on their composition or ‘structure’.302
The first of these two positions focuses on the unitary, characteristic,
and simple ratio of motion and rest that individuates a body. It investigates
the connection between this ratio and a structure composed of many parts.
Prima facie, the two may seem difficult to reconcile, but Spinoza has a
reasonable explanation available: the ‘striving’, manifested through the ratio
of motion and rest, is simple when one considers it in isolation. In itself, the
striving of a body is simple. However, when we take account of the fact that
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it is expressed under different attributes, it is composite or structured, and this
leads to the confusion. Unity and multiplicity appear to be unreconcilable.
By contrast, the account I propose maintains that the unitary conatus
and the multiplicity represented by the powerful union of smaller bodies,
which composes the extended aspect of a ‘white mode’, are two distinct
expressions of the same thing. In other words, I argue that it is possible to
reconcile the apparent separation between a conatus, that represents a unitary
power unit, and the “ratio” required by the multiplicity of lower-level conati
included in the same finite mode.
Many Spinoza scholars agree with this interpretation, among them,
Viljanen and Zac. Viljanen argues that “Spinoza does not think that structureand power-based explanations are in conflict but that there is a concordance
between the ontological-dynamistic and physical-structural aspects of
things”. 303 Zac, similarly, argues that

the essence of the body involves a mathematical aspect and a dynamical
aspect. Under its mathematical aspect, it is defined as a ratio of movement
and rest; under its dynamical aspect, it represents its active part, its power of
becoming as independent as possible from exterior things, a power which
can increase during the course of our earthly existence. 304

Spinoza has access to two different explanations. Under the first, he can
account for the multiplicity that stems from considering modes as composite
objects, as testified by the Physical Digression. Under the second, the same
Digression hints at a more unitary account of the individuality of objects
based solely on their power. Merçon describes these two modes of
explanation as respectively ‘kinetic’ and ‘dynamic’.305
As I have shown, causation (and therefore affects) and composition
can be considered as particular expressions of power. In the last two sections,
I have examined the internal structure of these neutral properties. I have
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offered an account of the realisation of power they represent, and argued that
the multiplicity and unity of an individual’s power can be reconciled through
a multi-layered account of composition.
4.6 – From power to relations
I now examine how the suggestion that attribute-neutral properties are
expressions of power can be further developed into a new understanding of
Spinozist modes. The power of modes, as it is expressed through attributeneutral properties, is always realised within a relational context, and any
satisfactory account of attribute-neutral properties needs to take this into
account.
I first address the following issue: does a power-focused reduction of
neutral properties do justice to the complexity of Spinoza’s metaphysics of
modes? My answer is that, by itself, it cannot. If we were to limit our
understanding of individual modes to the description of their mereology as
structured compositions of units of power, we would conclude that those units
are in themselves attribute-neutral. There would be no explanation for their
having modes of the attributes. Furthermore, there would be no possibility of
explaining why this power is expressed in terms of causality, composition,
and affect.
In fact, the Physical Digression focuses on explaining how bodies
interact with each other, exchanging parts.306 Yet, their behaviour is not
explained in terms of “pure” power. Although they are not presented as
atomic elements, possessing their own set of properties and qualities, they do
possess at least two features that distinguish one simple body from another:
the direction, and the speed of its movement. Furthermore, we learn from the
compositional theory set out in E2l7 that the parts of a complex body may

With this use of the term ‘parts’ I do not wish to partake in the debate about the differences
between ‘parts’ and ‘regions’ in Spinoza’s physics. I merely refer to the distinct use made of
the term in E2l5: “If the parts composing an individual become greater or less, but in such a
proportion that they all keep the same ratio of motion and rest to each other as before, then
the individual will likewise retain its nature, as before, without any change of form”.
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differ in nature, i.e. they do not need to be homogenous. Yet, the complex
body is able to preserve its nature in such conditions. 307
Consequently, Spinoza’s metaphysics of composite bodies cannot be
considered purely in terms of “static” power. Bodies do not incarnate a neutral
quantum of power, expressible in terms of pure motion. Instead, Spinoza’s
metaphysics demand a richer interpretation of modes.
As I maintained in the previous section, the unitary conatus and the
multiplicity represented by the union of smaller bodies, which composes the
extended aspect of a ‘white mode’, are two distinct expressions of the same
thing. A similar stance is defended in a recent paper by Winkler, who claims
that “motion-and-rest and conatus can be understood as two distinct aspects,
relational and singular, of Spinoza’s theory of the individuation of bodies”.308
According to Winkler, it is impossible to isolate the power of physical
individuals through a solipsistic principle of individuation. In other words,
the individuation of modes cannot limit itself to focusing on one specific
mode. Rather, extended modes are “co-individuated, so to speak, meaning
that a given finite individual and its environment (other individuals) are
differentiated from one another simultaneously”. 309 This interpretation fits the
profile delineated so far through the use of neutral properties as identifiers for
‘white modes’, since it requires that finite modes are individuated through
causal and compositional properties. These properties, in turn, can be reduced
to the power that modes exhibit in interacting with one another. While it is
true that neutral properties, as I have shown, must be interpreted as particular
expressions of power, Spinoza also suggests that their power must always be
‘directed’. To borrow a term from physics, we could say that Spinoza’s
powers, as they are expressed under the attribute of extension, are ‘vectors’,
i.e. quantities possessing both magnitude and direction.
Before we can proceed, an objection must be considered: can we apply
this idea of ‘directed’ modes to attributes other than extension? Since the
E2l7: “…if we should now conceive of another, composed of a number of individuals of
a different nature, we shall find that it can be affected in a great many other ways, and still
preserve its nature”.
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directedness we are discussing is a specification of motion-and-rest, and
motion-and-rest is an infinite mode of the attribute of extension, can we
conceive of directedness beyond this attribute and apply it to white modes? I
propose that the neutral properties that I have identified throughout this
chapter can help us to do this.
The starting point of my argument is that modes are trans-attributal
entities, conceivable in two different ways; under all the attributes at the same
time (white modes), or under one specific attribute (modes of the attributes).
The modes of the attributes that pertain to the same white mode are
identifiable across attributes through the observation of neutral properties.
White modes possess these properties, regardless of the attribute under which
they are conceived. As we have seen in this chapter, neutral properties can be
understood as particular forms or determinations of power. The only
remaining step needed to complete the argument is therefore to show that
neutral properties are metaphysical power structures, which can be conceived
as ‘directional’ or relational.
4.7 – Causality and composition as relations
Within Spinoza’s metaphysical system, causal properties are relational. 310 As
we have seen above, a complete understanding of Spinoza’s concept of
causation involves two different ‘directions’ of causation, vertical and
horizontal. Vertical causality represents the substance’s immanent power,
while horizontal causality captures the causal relations between modes.
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Everything that exists is therefore causally determined by substance.
However, Spinoza also affirms that every singular thing “can neither exist nor
be determined to produce an effect unless it is determined to exist and produce
an effect by another cause, which is also finite and has a determined
existence…and so on, to infinity”. In E1p28, Spinoza establishes that there is
a transitive chain of causation from one mode to another. This causality is not
only relational in each case, but also possesses a genetic relational power to
cause an infinite succession of further modes.
This relational aspect of causal properties is even more prominent
when one considers affects. As I maintained above, affects are intended as
perspectival specimens of causal relations, in which one particular mode is
viewed as a causal or effectual component of the relation. A straightforward
formulation of this Spinozist tenet is found in E3d2:

I say that we act when something happens, in us or outside us, of which we
are the adequate cause…On the other hand, I say that we are acted on when
something happens in us, or something follows from our nature, of which
we are only a partial cause.

It is important to acknowledge the reciprocity of causal relations. Spinoza
maintains that the same ‘happening’ can be considered as ‘acting’ or ‘being
acted on’, depending on which side of the action we are considering. 311 This
consideration is strengthened by the note following E3d3: “Therefore, if we
can be the adequate cause of any of these affections, I understand by the affect
an action; otherwise, a passion”. In this passage, Spinoza combines
relationality with causality and affectivity, stating that the direction of the
causation is what distinguishes an action from a passion, and vice versa. Thus,
horizontal causation and its affective understanding are described in terms of
directionally oriented causation.
A similar interpretation that takes into account the intrinsic
relationality of Spinoza’s metaphysics of modes can be applied to
compositional neutral properties. While it is true that – considered in absoluto
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– being a whole does not require a relation, Spinoza ensures the unity of a
whole through the relations among its parts. This is particularly evident in the
famous Letter 32 to Oldenburg, where Spinoza argues that things are
considered as parts of some whole only “insofar as the nature of the one so
adapts itself to the nature of the other that so far as possible they are all in
harmony with one another”. In this context, the nature of parthood is
described by Spinoza as an adaptation of the nature of modes.
The nature of modes, as previously discussed, is an exertion of power,
expressed in the ratio of motion-and-rest. From Letter 32, we learned that this
expression is directionally and relationally oriented, and guarantees the unity
of the composite mode. Furthermore, Spinoza implies that to be a part “means
mainly an ontological sharing and not a differentiation”. Once again, the
assumption of a determinate point of view becomes central to our
interpretation: “When we consider two things as parts of a certain whole, we
are considering what these things share and in what way they adapt to each
other”.312 The notion of parthood and that of adaptation coincide in this
context.
Garrett shares the same opinion. He emphasises that the
characteristics of composite individuals derive from at least two sources.
Firstly, from “characteristics of their constitutive fixed ratio” – which I have
described as the organisationally structured amount of power that each thing
possesses. Secondly, from “other, more variable, aspects of the motion and
rest of their component parts”.313 Garrett’s account focuses on modes of the
attribute of extension. However, I have already shown that the category of
white modes allows us – to an extent – to export the conclusions we reach in
a certain attribute beyond attributal segregation, when such conclusions
regard trans-attributal notions, including composition.
A more comprehensive account of the ways in which compositions
are relational can be provided through the modularity of the compositional
process. Within Spinoza’s metaphysics, every stage of this process can
become the start of another process, leading to the next stage, and vice versa.
A. Sangiacomo, What are Human Beings? Essences and Aptitudes in Spinoza’s
Anthropology, in «Journal of Early Modern Studies» (2:2), 2013, pp. 78-100, p. 87.
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Every part of my body is an individual, but also a part of a higher-level
individual, and a composite structure including individuals. This point is
lucidly expressed by Morfino.

For Spinoza, the individual is not an original atom, i.e. a unity given before
any meeting with other individuals. Instead, it is a unification process. Parts
are not given form by the totality-form of the individual – understood as an
end, as opposed to the parts understood as means. Instead, it is their
inconstant balance of powers that produces form as an effect.314

I agree with Morfino’s view that the individuation of a singular being must
be a process. It cannot be a ‘given’ (a metaphysical fixed point), since it
results from a balance of powers that interact through relational channels, as
this chapter has shown. Thus, the process that results in the isolation of an
individual is the condensation of relational (causal, affective, and
compositional) pathways. These pathways regulate the individual’s
interaction with other individuals of the same level, as well as with higherlevel individuals that it contributes to form and with lower-level individuals
that contribute to its formation.
Thus, any account of the individuation criteria for finite modes must
be attentive to their relationality. As I have demonstrated in this chapter, it is
possible to arrive at such an account by conceiving attribute-neutral properties
in terms of their power. However, although these power-based individuals
can be conceived in isolation, their individuation criteria are based on
interconnection and relationality. These features must be included in the
consideration of their individuality and their essence.
4.8 – Conclusions
In this chapter, I have argued that white modes can be identified through their
trans-attributal or attribute-neutral properties. Following Della Rocca, I have
argued that that these properties fall into two classes, causal and
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compositional. Adding to this list, I have proposed to consider among transattributal causal properties the important category of affects.
In the second half of the chapter, I have argued that attribute-neutral
properties can be described as particular instances – or expressions – of
power. Being expressions of power is what attribute-neutral properties have
in common. Spinoza’s white modes can therefore be described in terms of the
concept of power alone.
Finally, I have also shown that power, as Spinoza understands it, is
always relational. This conclusion provides the foundation for the next
chapter, in which I consider whether the essence of white modes can be
described through the exclusive use of relationally oriented powers.
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Chapter 5 – The essences of modes

Introduction
In the previous chapter I identified a series of properties that escape attributal
constriction and consequently qualify as attribute-neutral in Spinoza’s
metaphysics. I included in this list causal properties, affects (which can
arguably be reduced to causal properties), and compositional properties. My
working hypothesis was that these neutral properties, once identified, could
provide a resource for specifying the essence of the type of metaphysical
entity I have described as a ‘white mode’. A white mode, as we saw, expresses
a finite mode of the substance, encompassing all its modes of the attributes.
In this chapter, my aim is to establish whether the strategy I have been
pursuing is an effective one. I question whether it is possible – given
Spinoza’s understanding of ‘essence’ – to specify a finite mode’s essence
through its properties, and in particular through its attribute-neutral
properties. Before we can consider this issue, we need a preliminary analysis
of what ‘essence’ means (or could mean) for Spinoza; and this is where I
begin.
The first part of the chapter provides a comprehensive examination of
Spinoza’s conception of essence. I present the clash between two competing
understandings of the term, discussed in the literature. First, the ‘specieist’
understanding that focuses on common notions, and equates Spinoza’s
essences with classes of modes. Secondly, the ‘individualist’ understanding,
which claims that an essence cannot be shared by more than one mode.
In the second section, I go on to present a further interpretative
dilemma concerning the distinction between formal and actual essence. This
duality in Spinoza’s metaphysics has been used to establish a close
relationship with Platonism, suggesting that formal essences possess a
different kind of existence. I present arguments against such a reading.
In the third section, I argue that the apparent dichotomy between
formal and actual essence can be resolved. I welcome a suggestion made by
interpreters such as Viljanen and Lærke, to the effect that formal and actual
essences are different aspects of the same thing. This understanding is in line
with my development of the notion of ‘aspect’ in Chapters 2 and 3. One aspect
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is the conception of modes from the point of view of temporality (or duration),
which is their actual essence. The second aspect, the ideal essence of a mode,
is the conception of that mode from the point of view of eternity. I conclude
this section by presenting my case and differentiating my position from the
interpretations offered by other commentators.
In the fourth section, I combine this ‘temporal’ understanding with the
results of Chapter 4, producing what I call an ‘onto-temporal grid’ that serves
as a blueprint for the individuation of modes. The fourfold structure of the
grid includes eternity and duration on one axis, and extension and thought on
the other. In the fifth section, I use this grid to conclude the discussion begun
in Chapter 4 concerning properties and relations. Via an analysis of the
Physical Digression of Ethics II, I argue that the actual essence of a mode is
individuated through its relations, expressed at the level of actuality and
temporality. The principles utilised in the identification of trans-attributal
properties guarantees the applicability of the conclusions drawn in the
Physical Digression about modes of extension to white modes.
5.1 – Essence of modes, essence of species
Investigating the nature of the relationship between the one existing substance
and its attributes in Chapter 2, I repeatedly touched on the notion of ‘essence’.
There, I was mainly concerned with the essence of substance. Here, by
contrast, I focus on understanding what Spinoza means by the essence of a
mode.
A lively debate about this question has solidified around two opposing
positions: an individualist and a specieist conception of essence.315 The
individualist understanding of the essence of modes holds that each mode
possesses, or expresses, an individual essence that is unique to it. In other
words, there is a one-to-one correspondence between a mode and its essence.
According to the specieist interpretation, by contrast, “modes of the same
kind have identical modal essences”. 316 The latter understanding leans
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towards a more Platonic Spinoza, since it implies that the essence of the mode
‘human’ is distinct from the singular modes that instantiate it. The knowledge
we form through “common notions”, as depicted by Spinoza in E2p40s,
captures the commonalities shared by more than one existing mode. The
adequacy of our definitions and knowledge therefore relies on these “essences
of similar modes” or “species’ essences”.
Within the literature there is a strong consensus of opinion in favour
of the individualist interpretation. The evidence centres first and foremost
around E2d2, where Spinoza gives the following definition of essence. “To
the essence of any thing belongs that which, being given, the thing is [NS:
also] necessarily posited and which, being taken away, the thing is necessarily
[NS: also] taken away”. Individualists argue that this definition establishes a
clear one-to-one correspondence between a ‘thing’ and its essence.
Furthermore, they suggest, the essence of the thing and the thing itself can be
only posited and taken away together, i.e. neither can exist without the
other.317
Individualists can also rely on Spinoza’s pervasive view of the relation
between essence and power. Such an implication is ubiquitous in Spinoza’s
metaphysics. He asserts that God’s or the substance’s essence is its power in
E1p34.318 Furthermore, he indirectly implies that a mode’s essence is an
instantiation of power in E3p7, which establishes the conatus theory. There,
Spinoza affirms that “the striving by which each thing strives to persevere in
its being is nothing but the actual essence of the thing”. As Martin notes, it
would be impossible for an essence to be identified with the ‘striving’ of the
modes if that essence were shared by more than one mode. Persevering in
one’s being can only be – and be conceived as – a mark of an individual
essence.319 As Martin puts it,
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for the essence of this mode to be its conatus, i.e. the desire to preserve its
being, it cannot be the essence of another without also striving to preserve
the other’s being. Therefore, the conatus of each mode is unique to that
mode, and in so far as a mode’s conatus is its essence, so must its essence
be unique to it.320

The connection between conatus and essence reinforces the claim that
essences must be essences of singular or individual modes.
There is, however, a difficulty that reintroduces the temptation to
adopt a specieist conception of essence. At E3p7, Spinoza describes the
conatus of a thing as its ‘actual essence’. But what is the significance of
‘actual’ in this phrase? Why would Spinoza introduce an adjective to
characterise essence, which is supposed to be one of the basic building blocks
of his metaphysics? What is the contrast between an actual and a non-actual
essence and how do they relate to the distinction between the essence of an
individual and of a species? The answer is far from clear. Nonetheless, there
is textual evidence to support the view that Spinoza contrasts actual essences
with ‘formal’ or ‘ideal’ essences. In E2p8, he claims that the ideas or modes
of thought of non-existing modes “must be comprehended in God’s infinite
idea in the same way as the formal essences of the singular things, or modes,
are contained in God’s attributes”. This is a puzzling remark on which I hope
to shed some light by the end of the chapter.
First, though, let us examine the rest of the textual evidence for formal
essences. E1p17s tells us that “the truth and formal essence of things is what
it is because it exists objectively in that way in God’s intellect”. In this
passage, Spinoza is attacking those who believe that God could have created
the world by an act of will, by explaining how that would detract from his
omnipotence. The argument focuses on the concept of a continuous
actualisation of God’s infinite power. This is incompatible with any
disjunction between the infinite number of essences that God understands
through his infinite intellect, and the finite amount of essences that God wills
or ‘chooses’ to create. In other words, Spinoza maintains that to understand
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God’s power as having created less than all non-contradictory essences would
be to say that God’s power is inferior to his knowledge, that his omniscience
surpasses his omnipotence, and therefore that he is not truly omnipotent.321
What are the implications of this argument? First, there is no
separation between God’s activity and his intellect, or between God’s power
to create and his power to know (this point will be crucial when we confront
the accusation that any distinction between formal and actual essence smacks
of Platonism). Secondly, formal essences exist objectively in God’s intellect.
I interpret this as meaning that an essence represents the intentional content
of a given thing – its existence under the attribute of thought – from God’s
point of view. Thirdly, the adequacy or truth of this intentional content is
established and guaranteed by God.
However, we still appear to be unclear regarding what the intentional
content of an idea amounts to, since we are discussing ideas of non-existing
modes. At E2p8, Spinoza affirms that formal essences are contained in God’s
attributes. The use of the plural, here, signals that there must be formal
essences of bodies as well as formal essences of ideas.
Here it is again tempting to adopt the specieist interpretation. Essences
are expressed by a plurality of individual modes, so that more than one mode
can have the same formal essence. Such essences would then contain the
commonalities shared by different modes. Moreover, under this interpretation
formal essences exist, separately from their individual instantiations, in God’s
intellect – that is, in an infinite mode of the attribute of thought. However,
there is one immediate difficulty with this interpretation: God’s ideas of
formal essences would have no correlate in the attribute of extension
(remember that E2p8 discusses non-existing modes). But this conclusion
blatantly contradicts E2p7 and its scholium, which curiously enough are the
only demonstration Spinoza provides for E2p8.322 In fact, E2p7 establishes
the parallelism between ideas and their ideata, between the order and
This view has famously been described as the “Principle of Plenitude” by A. Lovejoy, The
Great Chain of Being, Harvard University Press, Cambridge (MA) 1936. Recently, this
theory has received support by S. Newlands, The Harmony of Spinoza and Leibniz, in
«Philosophy and Phenomenological Research» (81:1), 2010, pp. 64-104.
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connection of the attribute of thought and all the other attributes. For each
idea, there must be an ideatum. Interpreting E2p8 through a specieist lens
would entail creating a set of ideas (which represent non-existing modes) that
do not have a correlate in any other attribute. How is it possible for Spinoza
to cite the proposition that establishes the parallelism between ideas and
things, and in particular the straightforward scholium following it, in the
demonstration of a proposition that allegedly creates a separation between a
(non-existing) thing and its (existing) idea?
The solution I shall defend falls within the individualist camp. I reject
the specieist interpretation, on the grounds that an understanding of essences
as separated from the respective actualised modes would contradict Spinoza’s
parallelism between ideas and things. I shall therefore argue that both kinds
of essence, actual and formal, always exist, or do not exist, together. They
are, however, distinct aspects of a single thing. The actual essence of a thing
is its durational aspect, while the formal essence of the same thing is its eternal
aspect. According to this thesis, the two ‘kinds’ of essences are distinguished
by a distinction of reasoned reason, of the sort described in Chapter 3.
5.2 – Equivocal essences
In the previous section I proposed to interpret actual and formal essences as
different aspects of the same essence.
Recently, solutions akin to mine have been offered by Viljanen and
Lærke. Before presenting them, however, I address a common tendency that
emerges in the scholarship on Spinoza’s conception of essences; that is, the
emergence of a ‘Platonist’ interpretation. In this section, I examine this strand
of thought, focusing on some exemplary instances of it. A similar exploration
has been made by Lærke in his recent essay Aspects of Spinoza’s Theory of
Essence.
As I have noted above, Lærke considers it of paramount importance
to reject any tendency towards a so-called ‘Platonism’ of essences. I treat this
as an umbrella term that includes any interpretation that posits essences
existing separately from an actual mode. It encompasses, first, a full-blooded
Platonism, i.e. the supposition that essences exist in a separate realm of being.
It also includes a “Leibnizian” view, according to which essences (especially
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those of non-existing modes) exist in a realm of possibility. Finally, it
encompasses a broader kind of Platonism, according to which essences have
a “kind of being different from the kind of being that pertains to
existences”.323 According to this latter class of interpretations, essences have
an altogether different kind of existence from individual things. Applied to
Spinoza, this would mean that he uses the notion of ‘existence’
equivocally. 324 Broad Platonists argue that this equivocation is implied by
Spinoza’s notion of formal essence. Formal essences exist on one plane;
actual essences, by contrast, are the essences of individual finite modes, and
only exist for a finite period of time.
The equivocal reading has been endorsed by three different groups of
interpreters. In the previous section, I have referred to the first as ‘specieists’.
According to these interpreters, a formal essence is the general essence of a
kind or species of mode, such as the essence of man, parsley, or elephant. I
have already offered several arguments against this line of interpretation, but
will go on to show that it is fundamentally incompatible with Spinoza’s views
on entia rationis, or beings of reason.
A second group of interpreters maintains that formal essences are
similar to mere ‘possibilities’. 325 Only when they are actualised do they
acquire a durational existence, and consequently an actual essence. Rather
than ‘Platonizing’ Spinoza, this theory brings him close to Leibniz, as Yakira
(one of the members of this camp) points out. According to Yakira, the nonexistent modes whose formal essences are discussed by Spinoza in E2p8s are
“in some sense… just possibilities”. 326
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This interpretation is clearly incompatible with Spinoza’s rejection of
possibilia. In E1p33s1, he affirms – in a histrionic tone – “I have shown more
clearly than the noon light that there is absolutely nothing in things on account
of which they can be called contingent”. Clarifying the meaning of
‘contingent’, he treats it as the ‘grey area’ situated between necessary and
impossible. A thing is necessary when its efficient cause is given; a thing is
impossible either when “its essence, or definition, involves a contradiction”
or when “there is no external cause which has been determined to produce
such a thing”. As we can observe, logical impossibility and factual
impossibility – the distinction of which is one of Leibniz’s bedrock theses327
– are treated equally by Spinoza. The key passage, however, is Spinoza’s
attribution of the notion of contingent/possible to a “defect in our
knowledge”. It is only when we are ignorant regarding a thing’s necessity or
impossibility, that we refer to it as possible. An adequate understanding
would ascertain which camp a given thing belongs to and dismiss possibilia
altogether.
This dismissal becomes even more evident when we retrace Spinoza’s
argument for the rejection of possibilia. E1p33s1 (Spinoza’s claim that
nothing is contingent) is, in fact, dependent on E1p11d2. There, Spinoza
offers his formulation of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, stating “for each
thing there must be assigned a cause, or reason, both for its existence and for
its non-existence”. 328 As Lærke notes, Spinoza’s version of the Principle, by
contrast with that of Leibniz, has the precise effect of eliminating the ‘grey
area’ of possibilia, by adding the requirement of a cause for non-existence.329
This effectively eliminates the possibility that formal essences pertain to nonexisting things. Such things, in fact, “are not just absent from existence, but
positively excluded from existence by other, existent things” 330. There is,
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therefore, a stark contrast between the textual evidence and the second group
of equivocal interpretations.
The third group of ‘Platonist’ interpretations is represented mainly by
Garrett, Scribano, and Ward, and considers formal essences to be infinite
modes.331 The formal essence of a singular thing is “not identical to the
singular thing itself – the singular thing, having ‘a finite and determinate
existence’ (by E2d7), is a finite mode, whereas the formal essence is an
infinite mode”. 332 The arguments in favour of this interpretation draw mainly
on two sources. The first is the passage of the Ethics where Spinoza describes
the mind as partaking in some sense of eternity (E5pp21-23). The second is
the alleged “abstract realm of essences” discussed in Spinoza’s earlier work
Cogitata Metaphysica.333
The first of these arguments focuses on Spinoza’s statement at
E5p23s: “this idea, which expresses the essence of the body under a species
of eternity, is a certain mode of thinking, which pertains to the essence of the
mind, and which is necessarily eternal”. The essence of the body is an eternal
mode of thought. Since actual existences (as the same scholium reminds us)
are durational, the passage implies, according to Garrett, that the mind is the
formal essence of the body. Moreover, the mind, like other formal essences,
is an infinite mode and therefore eternal. I agree with Lærke that the textual
evidence in favour of Garrett’s interpretation appears insufficient in relation
to the magnitude of the claim.
The second argument, proposed by Ward, appeals to a passage of the
Cogitata Metaphysica, where Spinoza describes the existence of essences as
“nothing other than the way in which created things are comprehended in the
attributes of God”.334 Ward connects this locution to E2p8, where Spinoza
states that formal essences exist insofar as they are “comprehended in the
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attributes of God”. From this, Ward draws the conclusion that Spinoza’s
understanding of existence is radically equivocal.

Spinoza is using two senses of existence in CM I, 2, just as he does in E2p8.
On the one hand, there is the existence of created things, and on the other
there is existence as contained in the divine essence. We can surely identify
the existence of created things (CM I, 2) with the existence of duration
(E2p8s), and identify existence as contained in the divine essence (CM I, 2)
with existence as comprehended in the attributes of God (E2p8s).335

Ward defends a two-level notion of existence, but maintains that one
is superior to the other. Actual essences constitute the lower tier, representing
“all of the ways of being extended”. 336 Ward specifies that these actual
essences are “produced essences”, implying that there is a way in which they
exist without being “produced” in durational being; the non-produced
essences would equate to formal essences. For this reason, he maintains that
formal essences coincide with the infinite modes Spinoza mentions in
E1p21.337 The formal essence of any mode of extension that exists, will exist,
and has ever existed in durational terms has an infinite existence outside of
duration. Note that this creates a real and Platonist sounding distinction
between formal essence and actual essence. “Spinoza seems to posit essences
as existing in some way prior to and independent of the existence (with
duration) of particular things”. 338
I suggest that Ward’s argument can be understood in two ways. The
first – which I suspect is the one he would recommend – is to conceive of
formal essences as infinite entities that exist in an equivocal sense, and upon
which actual essences depend. However, there is also a ‘softer’ way of
reading his position. Formal essences remain eternal, but neither formal nor
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actual essences are superior, and the difference between them depends solely
on a different order of understanding.
The argument against possibilia that I considered above gives us
grounds for rejecting the first interpretation of Ward’s position. If there was
a ‘hard’ distinction between the existence of the two kinds of essence,
Spinoza would face the irresolvable difficulty of providing a reason for it. As
noted above, Spinoza’s version of the Principle of Sufficient Reason collapses
logical impossibility and factual impossibility (or contingence). Unless I am
mistaken, Ward’s “realm of essences” would be similar to Leibniz’s regio
possibilitatis, which has no place within Spinoza’s metaphysics.339
Furthermore, Ward’s conception of formal essences as infinite modes
is incompatible with Spinoza’s conviction that for each attribute, only one
thing can truly be infinite in the same kind. This is Spinoza’s route to monism,
as we have seen in Chapter 1. Even if a formal essence equated to an infinite
mode, a plurality of formal essences would exist “in the same kind”, to
paraphrase E1d6e. However, Spinoza’s monist position would have a hard
time allowing the existence of more than one infinite mode per attribute,
given that only one thing per attribute can exist “in the same kind”. 340
The arguments I have offered so far may damage Ward’s hypothesis,
but do not completely undermine it. In the Cogitata Metaphysica, Spinoza
explains that “formal essence neither is by itself nor has been created, for both
those presuppose that the thing actually exists. Rather it depends on the divine
essence alone, in which all things are contained. So, in this sense we agree
with those who say that the essences of things are eternal”. 341 The content of
this passage certainly supports a distinction between actual existence and
formal essence. In the next section, I argue that this difference must be akin
to a distinction of reasoned reason, discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. Such an
interpretation would coincide with my softer interpretation of Ward’s
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position. While it is not enough per se to posit a whole kind of infinite
existence, the difference between the two kinds of essences still needs to be
accounted for. Both Lærke and Viljanen take up this challenge by offering
interpretations that aim to address the distinction between a thing in its actual
existence, and a thing understood through its formal essence.
5.3 – The aspects of essences
As the previous discussion has shown, we need to clarify Spinoza’s
distinction between the eternal and durational aspects of essences. Two
solutions along the lines I am proposing have recently been offered by Lærke
and Viljanen. Viljanen employs a ‘realist’ reading of the separation between
formal and actual essence. Lærke, by contrast, rejects such a separation in
favour of a ‘conceptualist’ reading. In this section I present their
interpretations before proposing my own. My aim is to introduce a means of
individuating modes through attribute-neutral properties, without falling into
the error of ‘Platonising’ Spinoza’s notion of essences.
Viljanen’s analysis of the notion of essence in Spinoza’s metaphysics
attempts to bring it closer to a traditional ‘emanativist’ reading.342 According
to Viljanen, Spinoza conceives reality as having two layers: the layer of
essences and the layer of existence. However, Viljanen’s account does not
place essences in a separate abstract realm à la Ward. He separates the two
layers by distinguishing two ‘registers’, both already present in Spinoza’s
Ethics. The layer of essences belongs to the register (or to use Spinoza’s
terminology, to the species) of eternity, while the layer of existence belongs
to the species of duration.343
The most significant feature of Viljanen’s interpretation is the
substitution of the internal and genuinely Spinozist distinction between
duration and eternity for the Leibnizian language of possibilia. One advantage
of this interpretation is that it refrains from attributing some sort of
See V. Viljanen, Spinoza’s Essentialist Model of Causation, in «Inquiry: An
Interdisciplinary Journal of Philosophy» (51:4), 2008, pp. 412-437.
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intellectualism to Spinoza. In other words, it avoids the drift from the intellect
‘thinking’ the formal essences into pure Platonism. In fact, it maintains that
essences are attribute-neutral: “no matter under which attribute ﬁnite things
fall, the formal essences and formal being of all ﬁnite modes – and thus the
whole universe – to its ﬁnest detail, is ﬁxed ‘from eternity and to eternity’, to
borrow the words located in E1p17s”.344 Formal essences, according to
Viljanen, are eternal and attribute-neutral.
However, the distinction between eternal and durational essences is
less than immediately clear. How are we to interpret it, according to Viljanen?
Following Koistinen, Viljanen proposes that formal essences are the eternal
objects of truth that refer to singular modes. 345 In other words, they are
“omnitemporally existing entities that function as the bearers of truths
concerning ﬁnite temporal existents”.346
What is this view designed to achieve? First, it avoids the risk of
creating ‘shared’ essences based on commonalities of similar modes;
Viljanen’s is still an individualist, and not a specieist, interpretation.347
Secondly, it allows Viljanen to describe formal essences as the “prime layer
of reality”.348 To reconnect the two layers, he relies on epistemological tools.
Drawing from Spinoza’s geometrical examples, he interprets duration and
eternity as different ‘aspects’ or ‘ways of considering’ the same thing, just as
the same triangle can be considered as an isosceles triangle or as a triangle
whose angles at the base are equal. 349 Viljanen thus reduces the distinction
between eternity and duration to a perspectival distinction (a distinction of
pure reason, or reasoning reason). Nonetheless, he still claims that neither is
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an error or an illusion: “as both seeings-as are evidently veridical, things
really are both. If this sounds surprising, it is obviously only because we are
most often trapped in our temporal viewpoint, which keeps us from seeing
the eternal in us”.350 This distinction of pure reason maintains adequacy in
describing the two temporal viewpoints.
Combining these two points, Viljanen concludes that formal essences
are the ‘blueprints’ for durational existence. What they lack – in comparison
with their durational counterparts – is the relational properties that a thing
gains during its existence, thanks to its being immersed in a universe rich in
other things. These may be called ‘extrinsic properties’, as Huenemann
proposes.351 Arguably, for Viljanen, the absence of those properties does not
represent a significant ontological shortcoming. He claims that formal
essences are the very basis of reality, and that actual beings follow from them.
According to Viljanen, Spinoza’s ‘rationalism’ can be explained by
attributing the order of the “whole of nature” to the fact that it follows the
quasi-geometrical structure of the eternal and formal being of essences. He
extends this claim so far as to conclude that “nothing deserves to be called
real if it is not included in this inﬁnite blueprint of reality”. 352 Reality (even
actual and durational reality) is regimented through formal essences.
Viljanen thus depicts the causal structure of Spinoza’s reality as
follows: causality flows “down” from the essence of God unto the
eternal/formal essences of things.353 Formal essences are considered to be
quasi-identical – although lacking extrinsic properties – to actual essences.
These essences in turn are modified in relation to the opposite powers of other
existing things. The similarity between this model and the “emanationist”
tradition is certainly striking, and reasonably arouses the suspicion of having
strayed too far towards Platonism.
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This suspicion is voiced by Lærke, whose reading is, as I have noted,
paradoxically close to Viljanen’s. He, too, maintains that formal and actual
essences are distinguished by a difference in viewpoint, and posits a
distinction of reason between the two. However, he criticises Viljanen for
expanding that distinction beyond its proper limits, and therefore indirectly
creating an “abstract realm” of ideas.
According to Lærke, the debate regarding formal and actual essence
is merely an interpretative error created by the secondary literature. He
maintains that Spinoza’s metaphysics does not imply any separation between
actual and formal essence. The difference between the two, if any, lies simply
in the emphasis put on one or the other aspect of a singular thing’s essence.
He firmly opposes the dichotomy between the two species of essences, insofar
as it creates “two different conceptual registers” and leads to “theorizing
formal essences that are not actual essences, and furthermore, a real
distinction between formal and actual essences, that makes them separate
entities”.354
How are we to understand, then, the relation between actual and
formal essences? For Lærke, the distinction is one of pure reason, i.e. entirely
dependent on the mind of the perceiver. According to him, Spinoza uses the
‘actual’ qualification with the intent of highlighting that he is talking about
the essence of a thing as it is present to the mind, and not as it is in itself. In
other words, Lærke argues that “actuality reveals less about the concept of
existence and more about the way the mind perceives that existence, as
present or not present to it”.355 This solves the problem of the contrast
between specieism and individualism of essences; if Lærke is correct,
essences of species are never actual for Spinoza.
However, there are still a few puzzles left. In Lærke’s interpretation,
the ‘eternal’ or ‘formal’ essence is subordinate to the durational existence of
the thing. He holds that formal essences (especially those of non-existing
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things) have some degree of existence. This is because “even if non-existing
things are not contained in the attributes qua existing, they are nonetheless
contained in the attributes qua non-existing”. 356 The formality of the essence
of a mode refers to their structure, or to “the relative configuration of its
constituent parts”. Formal essences, which Lærke maintains are “invariable
and eternal”, can be contained in the attributes as existent or non-existent.
The upshot of Lærke’s argument is that formal essences are defined
by way of describing what brings them into existence – or, in the case of nonexisting modes, what prevents them from coming into existence. However,
this means that the existence or non-existence of the formal essence of a mode
depends on the temporal and spatial position that the mode occupies.357 Here
we seem to run into a problem, since Spinoza denies this claim on several
occasions throughout the Ethics. At E2p44c2, things under a species of
eternity are described as having “no relation to time”; at E5p23s we are told
that “eternity cannot be defined by time, or be in any way related to time”;
and at E5p29d we learn that “eternity cannot be explained through duration”.
Thus, to apply the definition of ‘eternal’ to essences, one must find a way to
do so without referring to their durational existence as the ultimate reality.
Yet, Lærke suggests that a formal essence exists in eternity as the “specific
relative configuration of parts that defines the form and the individuality of
the thing”.358 In other words, a mode exists as an individual instantiation of
the ‘blueprints’ introduced by Viljanen, in clear contradiction of this
prohibition.
Although Lærke does not fully confront this objection, he does admit
that there is one piece of textual evidence that does not fit his interpretation.
This is E5p29s, where Spinoza makes an important distinction.

We conceive things as actual in two ways: either insofar as we conceive them
to exist in relation to a certain time and place, or insofar as we conceive them
to be contained in God and to follow from the necessity of the divine nature.
But the things we conceive in this second way as true, or real, we conceive
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under a species of eternity, and their ideas involve the eternal and infinite
essence of God (as we have shown in E2p45 and E2p45s).

This scholium introduces a tension between duration and eternity that Lærke
hopes to reduce to a ‘terminological issue”.359 He argues that the use of
‘actual’ in the passage is radically different from its use in other texts, where
Spinoza discusses essences. In the case of essences, Spinoza is referring to
things that are “present-to-the-mind”; in this passage, he is talking about
actual existences.
This, however, reintroduces an equivocity into Spinoza’s notion of
existence. The arguments I have already offered demonstrate – in accordance
with Lærke himself – that an equivocal notion of existence does not fit
Spinoza’s paradigm. Although this claim is not entirely uncontroversial, I
think the evidence favours the view that Spinoza understands ‘being’ as a
univocal term, i.e. that there is no more than one sense in which the term
‘being’ is predicated.360
Lærke’s interpretation, far from reducing the tension between formal
and actual essences, effectively increases it in the following way. If ‘actual’,
in the case of existences, means nothing more than ‘actually existent’, then
we would have a distinction between existences that are existent and
existences that are not actually existent.361 The latter notion is, I confess,
unintelligible to me. The only way I can attempt to make sense of it is by
supposing that existences that do not have duration must exist in some other
sense. Unfortunately, this would mean reintroducing an “abstract realm”, this
time a realm of existences instead of essences. I agree with Lærke that the
risk of a Platonizing tendency in Spinoza’s scholarship is real: so real, that
Lærke struggles to avoid it. As I have argued, he drifts unwillingly in a
Platonist direction by admitting some sort of duality of existence, of being,
and of essence.
As an alternative solution, I propose that we can reconcile ‘eternal’
and ‘durational’ essence through the distinction of reasoned reason (DRR). If
359
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we apply the DRR to this case, we can interpret Spinoza’s distinction between
essentia actualis and essentia formalis without having to concede that things
exist in two senses.
Like Lærke, I maintain that we need a unitary notion of essence.
Essence is one and only one, and is an individual (not a species’) essence.
However, it does have different aspects, and to resolve the debate about
formal and actual essence, we need to treat the distinction between the eternal
and the durational as a difference between aspects, distinguished by a DRR.
To put the point another way, we are dealing with a difference in re, which is
not a difference de re. 362 In the interpretation I defended in Chapter 3, we
have a distinction of reasoned reason when the adequate intellect makes a
distinction that captures something that is independently true. In this case, the
intellect distinguishes two aspects of the essence of a finite mode, one
durational and the other eternal.
A singular mode is, or exists, in both these registers – durationally, as
part of the infinite chain of modes, and eternally as an expression of the
infinite power of the substance.363 In many ways, these two registers are
parallel to the twofold conception of causation I described in section 4.5.1:
durational modes are connected to transitive/horizontal causation, while
eternal modes are connected to vertical/immanent causation.
Furthermore, the essence of a singular mode can also be conceived
through both lenses, since there is a one-to-one correspondence between
essence and existence (due to the individualism of essences). This does not
imply identity between the two, as it is a tenet of Spinoza’s metaphysics that
a singular mode’s essence is not the same as its existence.364 However, both
share the same aspectual distinction: in one sense, they are eternal, while in
another sense, they are durational. Therefore, essence and existence are
‘parallel’, in the sense that they each possess two temporal registers. In the
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next section, I expand on this parallelism and compare it with the parallelism
of attributes.
The advantage of this interpretation is that it allows us to make better
sense of what Spinoza means in the passage quoted above, E5p29s. “We
conceive things as actual in two ways: either insofar as we conceive them to
exist in relation to a certain time and place, or insofar as we conceive them to
be contained in God and to follow from the necessity of the divine nature”.
Things are indeed actual (in the sense alleged by Lærke, of ‘actually existing’)
in two registers. Under the first aspect, we conceive of them under a species
of eternity, and we see their immediate connection with God’s essence and
power. Under the second aspect, we conceive of them under a species of
duration; their essence is determined by the time and space they exist in, and
the neighbouring modes that limit their power. In the following section, I
clarify this position and aim to forestall a number of objections.
5.4 – The onto-temporal grid
In the previous sections, after presenting the main positions available in the
secondary literature, I have offered an alternative understanding of the
relationship between formal and actual essences. Insofar as this difference is
understandable to us, its interpretation must rely on a DRR between the
durational and eternal aspects of the same mode.
Does this argument help my thesis, namely, that the individuation of
modes is always relational?365 I maintain that it does, insofar as it creates a
methodological grid for the individuation of modes. On the first axis, one
finds the attribute-dependent expressions of a single white mode, that I called
‘modes of the attributes’. Such expressions are differentiated in terms of
attributal properties (‘extrinsic’ properties in Huenemann’s definition) but
unified by the fact that they share what I have called trans-attributal properties
(compositional

relations,

causal/affectual

relations).

This

axis

is

‘ontological’, insofar as it expresses the ‘ways’ modes exist and can answer
the ontological question: what kinds of things exist in the world?
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Recall that I excluded from the attribute-neutral ontological criteria
the class of temporal properties, included in the original list by Della
Rocca.366 The reason for this exclusion is now more apparent, since the
temporal distinction of aspects represents the second axis of individuation and
is thus orthogonal to compositional and causal properties. In this section, I
shall show that temporal properties might be after all considered attributeneutral. Temporal properties operate across attributes, provided that we can
show how the eternal mind parallels the eternal body, and the durational mind
parallels the durational body. In other words, I aim to demonstrate how, for
each attributal aspect of a white mode, there is a temporal aspect from the
point of view of duration that parallels another temporal aspect of the same
attributal aspect, from the point of view of eternity.
There are, I suggest, four aspects of the same white mode. To illustrate
this claim, I shall focus on the two attributes that Spinoza most explicitly
discusses: thought and extension. However, it is clearly implied that the same
structure applies to other attributes, for each of the infinite attributes of
Spinoza’s substance. In what follows, I employ the term ‘ontological aspect’
to represent a mode’s position on the ontological axis. By contrast, I employ
‘temporal aspect’ to indicate a mode’s position on the temporal axis (be it
durational, or eternal). The combination of these two criteria generates a grid
that identifies the aspects of a singular entity, which I have described as a
white mode.
Aspect α: a finite body existing in duration, conditioned and
determined by the bodies it encounters, is the expression of the actual
essence of a white mode under the attribute of extension.
Aspect β: a finite mind/idea existing in duration, conditioned and
determined by the ideas it encounters, is the expression of the actual
essence of the same white mode, under the attribute of thought.
Aspect γ: a finite body understood under the temporal aspect of
eternity, i.e. determined by the expression of the substance as its
proximate cause, through the infinite modes of extension,
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immediately connected with the essence of substance as immanent
cause.
Aspect δ: a finite mind/idea, which is understood under the temporal
aspect of eternity, and connected immediately to the substance’s
essence; δ is “contained in God’s attributes”, which in turn constitute
the substance’s infinite essence. 367
Aspects α and β belong to the same white mode, and their identity is
guaranteed by their sharing trans-attributal properties such as causality and
composition. I take this to be sufficiently established by previous arguments
offered throughout Chapters 2, 3, and 4. Furthermore, the above table clarifies
how these four aspects (ontological and temporal) all express the essence of
the same white mode.
This account of modes is likely to provoke three objections. The first
denies the existence of γ (a finite body understood under the temporal aspect
of eternity). The second denies that γ and δ (a finite mind understood under
the temporal aspect of eternity) constitute the temporal aspects of one and the
same thing. The third objection denies the cross-temporal identity of (γ and
δ) and (α and β). In other words, it rejects the claim that a mind and its
corresponding body, understood under the temporal aspect of eternity, are
identical with the same mind and body viewed under the temporal aspect of
duration. In doing so, it rejects the coherence of my claim that formal and
actual essences exist in distinct temporal registers.
Let me address these objections in turn. I begin by defending my claim
that γ is the eternal aspect of a finite body. One can criticise this claim by
denying the existence of intrinsically eternal bodies, and straightforwardly
ruling out γ.368
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understood as a nod towards the immortality of the soul. 369 However, I
suggest that, read in another way, this passage is consistent with the view that
Spinoza is committed to the eternity of the body, if only as a consequence of
the eternity of the mind.
In E5p29 Spinoza offers some useful remarks about the eternity of the
body (γ). “Whatever the mind understands under a species of eternity”, he
says “it understands not from the fact that it conceives the body’s present
actual existence, but from the fact that it conceives the body’s essence under
a species of eternity”. Since Spinoza repeatedly affirms that when the mind
understands something under a species of eternity, it understands it
adequately, the mind’s perceptions of “the body’s essence under a species of
eternity”, must be adequate.
My aim is not to determine whether this ‘something’ is in itself
eternal. To argue in that direction would drag us back into the debate about
whether the distinction of the formal and actual essences is real or rational.370
Instead, the hypothesis that the distinction between the eternal body and the
eternal mind is a DRR allows us to accept Spinoza’s hint that the essence of
the finite body has an eternal aspect. As he says, the mind “conceives the
body’s essence under a species of eternity” (E5p29). Further support for this
view can be derived from the scholium to this proposition, where Spinoza
explicitly states that to conceive of things under a species of eternity is to
conceive of them as “true, or real”.371 I think this gives us sufficient reason to
set aside the first objection and conclude that Spinoza countenances eternal
essences of bodies, and in doing so paves the way for my claim that a finite
body viewed under the species of eternity (γ) can be understood as identical
with a finite mind viewed in the same way (δ).
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As I have signalled above, however, my contention that γ and δ
coincide is also vulnerable to a second objection. I have argued that the
coincidence of the eternal aspects of minds and bodies results from Spinoza’s
parallelism. But an opponent might argue that, even if we accept that both
the body and the mind have eternal aspects, they are not – to borrow Spinoza’s
words from E2p7s – “one and the same thing”. An objection along these lines
has been put forward by Marshall, who argues that mind and body are
‘components’ of the same object. This view would be committed to
understanding the mind and the body of a singular mode as parts of the same
object. According to Marshall, this doctrine would prove that Spinoza’s view
is continuous with a hylomorphic or Cartesian solution.372 Furthermore, this
option would entail a lighter commitment toward the identity (or parallelism)
of the body, considered as a mode of extension, and the mind, considered as
a mode of thought. In other words, mind and body, under this interpretation,
would not be aspects of the same thing; instead, they would constitute two
parts of the same object, and as a result, would hold independent (attributeneutral) properties. As a consequence, the eternal aspect of the mind and the
eternal aspect of the body (respectively, δ and γ in my classification) would
not be one and the same thing.
First of all, in order to entertain this hypothesis one needs to deny that
the relationship holding between modes of different attributes is isomorphic
with the relationship holding between different attributes of the substance, on
pain of making the substance divisible into parts and thus contradicting
Spinoza’s monism. 373 Even if mind and body were parts of the same object (a
mode), thought and extension could not be parts of the same substance,
because substance is indivisible. 374
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Furthermore, this interpretation is hard to square with the text of the
Ethics, where Spinoza repeatedly indicates that parallelism is a real feature of
natura naturata. Even if we set aside the arguments for this doctrine in the
secondary literature,375 we can find support for it in the demonstration of
E5p29 (the proposition quoted above), where Spinoza clearly states that “the
nature of reason is to conceive things under a species of eternity (by
E2p44c2), and [that] it also pertains to the nature of the mind to conceive the
body’s essence under a species of eternity (by E5p23)”. Beyond these two,
Spinoza concludes, “nothing else pertains to the mind’s essence”. 376 The
passages I have emphasised provide further evidence for my argument.
Spinoza is effectively proposing a parallelism between the essence of the
body under a species of eternity, namely γ, and the essence of the mind under
a species of eternity, namely δ. The mind’s essence, under a species of
eternity, consists in nothing more than the eternal essence of the body.
In the demonstration of E2p44c2, Spinoza is even more explicit. “It is
of the nature of reason to regard things as necessary and not as contingent (by
E2p44). And it perceives this necessity of things truly (by E2p41), that is (by
E1a6), as it is in itself. But (by E1p16) this necessity of things is the very
necessity of God’s eternal nature”. There are therefore ample grounds for
concluding that there is a parallelism between the eternal aspect of the mind
and the eternal aspect of the body.
Finally, in order to establish the onto-temporal grid, we also need to
rebut the third objection: the claim that eternal aspects (γ and δ) and durational
aspects (α and β) cannot be distinct aspects of the same essence. My reply to
this objection rests on the claim that durational and eternal aspects coexist in
the same essence. This, I propose, is how Spinoza escapes the twin threats of
Platonism on one side, and pure materialism on the other. My central aim in
this chapter is to establish that formal and actual essences are aspects of one
and the same thing, and are distinguished by a DRR. In order for this
For example, consider Melamed’s two types of parallelism. Whether we consider mind
and body to be subject to ideas-things parallelism, or to attributal parallelism, the
requirements that would establish their metaphysical ‘contemporaneity’ – i.e. a parallelism
of species of eternity/duration – remain crucial. For more on the two types of parallelism, see
Melamed (2013), pp. 139-152.
376
E5p29d; emphasis is mine.
375
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conclusion to hold, we must be able to identify γ and δ as the trans-attributal
forms of the eternal essence of α and β, which are in turn the attributal forms
of a white mode’s durational essence.
Strong support for this contention comes from Spinoza’s Letter 12 to
Meyer, traditionally referred to as the Letter on the Infinite. Here, Spinoza
distinguishes

durational (including

infinite

duration)

from eternal

existence.377 According to the text, which is reminiscent of a theory presented
in the early Cogitata Metaphysica, the distinction is dependent on the
difference between beings whose essence entails existence and beings whose
essence does not; in other words, between substance and modes. 378
This relationship provides a strong backbone for my argument. The
continual reference to the ontological distinction between substance and its
modes cannot be reduced to a merely projected one – a temptation that would
arise if one were to follow Lærke’s interpretation. According to his view, the
distinction between eternal and durational (or formal and actual) essences is
a distinction of reason. Spinoza clearly asserts that there is a real distinction
between what is in itself and what is in another. However, the definitions of
substance and mode (E1d3 and E1d5) remind us that the distinction between
these entities is also a difference of conception. In these two definitions,
Spinoza states that the substance is “conceived through itself”, while modes
are “conceived through another”. Therefore, I maintain that my thesis
diverges from Lærke’s in that the distinction between eternity and duration
must be – as I interpret it – a distinction of reasoned reason.
One of the aspects of modes – their durational, or actual, essence – is
entirely confined within duration; as Spinoza declares, “it is only of modes
that we can explain the existence by duration”. 379 However, Spinoza does not
maintain that this aspect excludes its opposite. In fact, we can understand
modes as direct expressions of the immanent and vertical causality of the
substance, and thus as included in the eternity of substance, since it is the
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Interestingly, Spinoza seems to equate eternal existence and eternal being in the text.
“…the infinite enjoyment of existing [existendi] or, in bad Latin, of being [essendi]”.
378
Interesting remarks on the ways in which Letter 12 echoes the CM are presented by
Schmaltz (2015).
379
Letter 12, G IV/55.
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finite intellect that forces finite modes to be exclusively durational. In fact,
Spinoza states that
…if the modes of substance themselves are confused with beings of reason
[entia rationis] of this kind, or aids of the imagination, they too can never be
rightly understood. For when we do this, we separate them from substance,
and from the way they flow from eternity, without which, however, they
cannot be rightly understood.380

In this passage, Spinoza asserts that modes – insofar as they are not separated
from substance – flow from eternity, which allows for their conception (as
required by E1d5). Thus, the distinction between durational modes and modes
that exist eternally as immediate manifestations of the substance has some of
the characteristics of a real distinction (modes really are in duration) and some
of the features a distinction of reason (we separate modes from the eternity of
substance, from which they flow).381
It is important to note that the relationship between duration and
eternity is not a part-whole relation – a finite duration is not a part of eternity.
I have applied the same clarification to modes, which are not in a part-whole
relation with the substance. 382 Instead, duration and eternity are different ways
of existing, or aspects of existence. Eternity pertains to substance in itself, and
to the formal essences of things (not just ideas, or modes of thought) as
particular determinations of the infinite productive power of natura
naturans.383 Duration pertains to modes and to their actual essences as
particular manifestations (or parts) of the infinite chain of power that is natura
naturata.384

380

Letter 12, G IV/57-58.
Admittedly, in this passage Spinoza appears to entertain the hypothesis that the durational
essences of modes are illusory (entia rationis). This interpretation is connected to an
“acosmist” reading of Spinoza’s metaphysics of modes, which I will more explicitly address
in section 6.4.
382
See Chapter 1.
383
A similar idea has been expressed by B. Baugh, Time, Duration and Eternity in Spinoza,
in «Comparative and Continental Philosophy» (2:2), 2010, pp. 211-233, p. 213.
384
The durational account can be applied both to infinite modes (Spinoza does not rule out
an infinite duration, but simply differentiates it from eternity) and finite modes; see Letter 12,
G/IV/54 and 60-61.
381
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This section has clarified the role played by the layers of temporality
(eternity and duration) in Spinoza’s metaphysics of modes. The individuation
of modes is the result of many of factors, some of them attributal and others
trans-attributal. In this section, I have suggested that these factors can be
schematically represented in an onto-temporal grid with two axes: the first recomposes the modes conceived under different attributes; the second recomposes them under different temporal species, in their durational existence
and in their immediate dependence on the substance. Modes have duration
but are also present under a species of eternity. I now move on to demonstrate
how the individuation of modes is always relational, and is constituted by
relata on both of these axes.
In Chapter 6 I shall show how the eternal aspect of modes is relational.
But first, in the remainder of this chapter I shall discuss the connection
between the durational aspect of modes and trans-attributal properties.
5.5 – An essence in time: properties of durational essence
In the previous section, I concluded that Spinoza’s notion of essence is
twofold, in that it is expressed in duration as much as in eternity. I have
suggested that this dualism is an example of a DRR, a distinction that
identifies different aspects of reality.
The durational aspect of essence, I maintain, is the expressed power
of the substance, or natura naturans, as it unfolds through time in accordance
with eternal laws, and equally in accordance with the encounters of each
individual mode. 385 Such encounters are, by their nature, not eternal, but
durational. Spinoza describes duration at several points in the Ethics, but his
most straightforward account is to be found in the Physical Digression. In
what follows, I provide a reconstruction of the Digression compatible with
the principles of relational individuation that I have established for the actual
essences of finite modes. In the context of the Digression, I shall isolate
Spinoza’s treatment of the two main neutral properties identified in Chapter
4 as individuation criteria for finite modes, and explain their application to
The language of ‘encounters’ has been developed to describe a finite mode’s durational
existence by G. Deleuze, in Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, City Light Books, San Francisco
(CA) 1988; see, for example, p. 19.
385
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the attribute of extension as a particular case of attribute-neutral
individuation.
The Digression is exclusively concerned with the impacts, reactions,
and inertia of extended objects. However, the doctrine of parallelism asserted
just a few propositions earlier in Part II of the Ethics allows us to understand
that what is true under one attribute must (in some way) be true under the
others.386
As I have argued, the properties identifying white modes escape the
constraints of attributal constriction and are simultaneously valid in all
attributes. But we can extract information about white modes from some of
the passages where Spinoza refers to the general characteristics of modes
conceived under a given attribute, as he does in the Digression. In describing
the physical structure of modes of extension, Spinoza characterises them as
constituted by their relations, both on a quantitative and qualitative level.
What, if anything, can this tell us about white modes?
I maintain that Spinoza intends the conclusions of the Digression to
be applicable – mutatis mutandis – to each aspect of a white mode. After
introducing the concept of movement, E2l1 of the Digression declares that
the individuation – or distinction – of bodies lies in the differences in their
motion (together with its speed).387 The individuation of modes of extension
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For the sake of this argument, I do not believe it is important to distinguish between the
ideas-things parallelism of E2p7 and the ideas-bodies parallelism of E2p7s. For more on this
issue, see section 2.6.
387
E2l1: “Bodies are distinguished from one another by reason of motion and rest, speed and
slowness, and not by reason of substance”. Spinoza considers the individuation of modes in
the attribute of extension to be dependent on two criteria. Namely, (1) their motion or rest;
and (2), their speed. However, a case could be made to ultimately reduce (2) to (1). In other
words, speed is merely the numerical (and apparent to a less refined observer) expression of
variations in motion. In E2l2 Spinoza maintains that the fundamental properties of bodies
are, firstly, to involve the concept of one and the same attribute – the attribute of extension.
Secondly, that they “can move now more slowly, now more quickly, and absolutely, that now
they move, now they are at rest”. Spinoza describes speed as the relative (as opposed to
absolute) understanding of motion and rest. In primis, the very concept of speed is a relational
one as its determination involves reference to a non-empty environment (E2l3c: “when I
suppose that body A, say, is at rest, and do not attend to any other body in motion, I can say
nothing about body A except that it is at rest”). A first and quick implication of this argument
is that speed is trivially relational; a monad in an empty universe would have no speed. A
deeper interpretation would object that the argument does not do justice to Spinoza’s
conviction that demonstrative philosophy should be established beyond the determinations
made by observers. As a general strategy, he rests his cases on purely rational, a priori
demonstrations (see E. Schliesser, Spinoza and the Philosophy of Science: Mathematics,
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therefore relies on a property that seems to be as far from attribute-neutral as
possible. However, this appearance is dispelled on a more careful reading.
The demonstration of E2l3 reverses this picture. “Bodies are singular things”,
Spinoza says, “which are distinguished from one another by reason of motion
and rest; and so, each must be determined necessarily to motion or rest by
another singular thing, namely, by another body”. In this passage, he affirms
that the individuation of bodies relies on mode-to-mode (horizontal)
causation or, in his own words, “communication”. 388
Thus, E2l3 is a vital component of Spinoza’s argument in the
Digression. This lemma directly correlates motion-and-rest with causation.
Bodies, being finite modes, cannot determine themselves to motion, and must
therefore be determined by something else. To prove this doctrine, Spinoza
refers us to E1p28. “Bodies”, he argues, “are singular things which are
distinguished from one another by reason of motion and rest; and so (by
E1p28), each must be determined necessarily to motion or rest by another
singular thing, namely, by another body” (E2l3d). In E1p28, Spinoza had
demonstrated that “every singular thing…can neither exist nor be determined
to produce an effect unless it is determined…by another cause, which is also
finite and has a determinate existence”. In this passage, Spinoza establishes
the horizontal line of causation that connects finite modes in each attribute.
We can thus argue that E2l3 of the Physical Digression represents a
“translation” of E1p28 in the language of bodies. In other terms, E2l3 is the
application to extended reality (an attribute-dependent account of bodies) of
a metaphysical law (an attribute-neutral account of white modes). Spinoza
argues for the physical application of the neutral property I have described as
causation – which is also suitable to entail affects. In section 4.7, I have
argued that in E1p28 Spinoza describes horizontal causality as mode-to-mode
transitive causation. This focus on the horizontal side of causation emphasizes

Motion, and Being, in M. Della Rocca (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Spinoza, Oxford
University Press, Oxford 2017, pp. 155-189). It could not be the case, for example, that the
relationality of speed depends on an idea of imagination. Therefore, the determination of
whether speed is a relational concept falls back on the understanding of motion.
388

E2l7: “…each part retains its motion, and communicates it, as before, to the others”.
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its relational aspect. Ostensibly, this is also true of the physical description of
E2l3. Spinoza presents the body-to-body transmission of motion as a
relational determination. As such, each instance of this determination must
involve more than one body, to cause any shift in the motion/rest ratio. We
can thus conclude that the individuation of modes of extension (bodies)
proposed by Spinoza in the Digression is intrinsically relational. 389
However, one fundamental objection to my account remains
unaddressed. Even if the ratio of motion and rest that identifies a mode in the
attribute of extension is fundamentally connected to the body’s essence,390
why should we maintain that this essence is relational? Spinoza offers an
answer to this question in E2a1˝.
All the ways391 in which a body is affected by another body follow both from
the nature of the body affected and at the same time from the nature of the
affecting body, so that one and the same body may be moved differently
according to differences in the nature of the bodies moving it. And
conversely, different bodies may be moved differently by one and the same
body.

This axiom establishes a key principle: for Spinoza, (durational) essences can
– and do – interact. Arguably, the ‘nature’ of bodies can be interpreted to be
coextensive with their actual essence, that is the durational aspect of their
essence. In E2a1˝, Spinoza indicates that the outcome of an affection involves
both the actual essence of the ‘causer’ body and the actual essence of the
‘caused’ body. In other words, bodies are determined constantly from within
and from without, giving rise to an interactive and relationally individuated
physical world.

389

A similar conclusion is reached by Deleuze. Ironically, he presents his view in the
definition of ‘eternity’ included in his index of the main concepts of Spinoza’s Ethics.
“Duration is expressed only insofar as the existing modes realise relations according to which
they come to be and cease to be, enter into composition with and decompose one another”
(Deleuze (1988), p. 66). Thus, Deleuze’s account connects the durational relations of finite
modes with compositional properties, a position that I shall defend shortly.
390
I discussed this in section 2.6. For a more detailed discussion, see also Winkler (2016).
391
Curley translates omnes modi with “all modes”. I emended the translation as my version
avoids confusion between modes of the substance (i.e. in the extended attribute, bodies) and
modes of modes (i.e. properties of modes).
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The application of this principle can be pursued even further. If one
interprets the ratio of motion and rest as the actual essence of bodies, this
essence becomes susceptible to being modified through its interaction with
the expression of other actual essences. If this interpretation of E2a1˝ is
correct, then the actual essences of modes under the attribute of extension
determine the outcome of their interaction. However, they are also determined
by their encounters with the essences of neighbouring modes. Thus, we can
conclude that in the Digression Spinoza establishes causality as a relational
property responsible for the individuation of modes of extension and their
actual essence.
Let us now move to the analysis of the second main relational
property, which I have indicated in Chapter 4 as an attribute-neutral property:
composition. Does this property have a connection with the actual essences
of modes of extension? I argue that it does. A large portion of the Physical
Digression, in fact, is dedicated to the compositional properties of extended
modes. From the definition present after E2a2˝, we learn that “bodies are
united with one another” and that “they all together compose one body or
individual” when they are determined by other bodies to “communicate their
motions to each other in a certain fixed manner”. 392 While it could be obvious
to consider composition a relational property, the involvement of relationality
in establishing the ‘nature’ of modes is less trivial. 393
However, the relationality of the nature of modes is precisely what
Spinoza goes on to defend in E2l4: “If, of a body, or of an individual, which
is composed of a number of bodies, some are removed, and at the same time
as many others of the same nature take their place, the individual will retain
its nature, as before, without any change of its form”. The first item of interest
of this lemma is the locution ‘a body, or an individual’, which confirms that
Spinoza wants to apply the principles expressed in the Digression beyond the
limited realm of extension, as attribute-neutral features. Secondly, the nature
of the composite individual – which we have seen to be determined by the
392

G II/99/26–100/4.
A more extensive analysis of the nature of compositionality as constituting essences shall
be the object of sections 6.2 and 6.3, in which I examine Spinoza’s Letter 32 as a case study
of the individuation of finite modes under both temporal aspects.
393
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bodies’ constant interaction and determination – has a sort of “resilient”
property, which rests on its internal interconnection. 394 Spinoza defends this
doctrine in E2l7, which explicitly states: “The individual so composed retains
its nature, whether it, as a whole, moves or is at rest, or whether it moves in
this or that direction, so long as each part retains its motion, and
communicates it, as before, to the others”.395 The durational survival – or
perseveration in existence – of the composite body rests on its ability to have
internal connections, relations, and interactions. Thus, we can conclude that
composition – as a relational property – constitutes a crucial criterion for the
individuation of the actual and durational essence of finite modes.
This analysis of the Physical Digression confirms the conclusions I
have drawn in section 4.7. The trans-attributal properties of modes (causality
and composition) are better described as relational properties. These
properties are the ones guaranteeing the individuation of a mode across
attributes, and they determine the actual or durational essence of a finite mode
– in this case, a mode of extension.
Could the same argument be made for the durational mind? My
answer is affirmative. Given the previously proved parallelism of durational
mind and durational body, the properties individuating the durational mind
must be relational. However, a more complete answer, going beyond the
scope of the present chapter, would need to consider Spinoza’s identification
of the singular mind with a unity of the affections of the singular body, and
the relationality that this doctrine entails.396
The present analysis has connected the relational, attribute-neutral
properties of modes with their durational essence (or actual essence). This
substantiates my claim that (at least) the durational essences of modes must
be defined in terms of their relational properties. Therefore, the individuation

For the use of ‘resilience’ in the context of Spinoza’s compositional physics, see J.
Merçon, La filosofìa de Spinoza y el pensamiento sistémico contemporàneo, in «Revista de
Filosofìa (Universidad Iberoamericana)» (133), 2012, pp. 83-101; see also E. Costa, Uno
Spinoza sistemico: strumenti per un’interpretazione sistemica del pensiero di Spinoza, in
«Rivista di Filosofia Neo-Scolastica», (106:3), 2014, pp. 525-535.
395
Emphasis is mine.
396
A crucial proposition in this sense is E2p23: “The mind does not know itself, except
insofar as it perceives the ideas of the affections of the body”.
394
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of modes in Spinoza’s metaphysics of duration is described as fundamentally
dependent on the observation of their relational properties. Furthermore, my
analysis has made it more plausible that the eternal aspect of essence can be
analysed in terms of relationality. This is the view I shall defend in Chapter
6.
5.6 – Conclusions
In this chapter, I have argued that Spinoza’s conception of essence is
temporally twofold, having a durational aspect and an eternal aspect.
I have discussed the ongoing debate regarding essence of species and
essence of individuals, and I have brought forward evidence in favour of the
individualist understanding of essence. I followed Lærke’s criticism of the
so-called Platonist tendency, which would collocate formal essences in a
separate or alternative kind of existence. However, I rejected the immediate
identification of formal essences with by-products of actual essences, a view
that Lærke supports. I claimed that the distinction between the two kinds of
essences must be rooted in the different kinds of temporality Spinoza
conceives of: the species of eternity and the species of duration. The first
provides the immediate connection of modes to the power of the substance,
which is their immanent cause; the second justifies a “horizontal” connection
among finite modes.
In sum, I have argued that Spinoza’s conception of essences places
them within what I have called an ‘onto-temporal’ grid. The essence of finite
modes is expressed across modes of the attributes (as aspects of white modes)
and across temporal aspects. However, the individuation of modes remains
possible through the trans-attributal properties identified in Chapter 4. Under
my interpretation, the temporal aspect of duration is the expression of the
actual essence of a mode. By contrast, the temporal aspect of eternity is the
expression of its formal essence.
In the later part of the chapter, I analysed the Physical Digression of
the Ethics, which I take to contain Spinoza’s most explicit description of
duration. I argued that the essences of modes, understood under duration (and
under the attribute of extension), are identified by their speed and proportion
of motion and rest. I further argued that these properties are ultimately
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relational, and can be reduced (as Spinoza explicitly shows) to the concepts
of causation and composition, that is to say, the attribute-neutral properties I
described in Chapter 4. I therefore concluded that the individuation of a
mode’s essence in the temporal aspect of duration is relational.
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Chapter 6 – Relational Ontology

Introduction
In Chapter 4, I examined the properties that identify aspects of the same
‘white mode’ across different attributes. I argued that these properties can
always be described in terms of relationally distributed networks of power.
Furthermore, I pointed out that these connections are particularly evident in
some sections of Spinoza’s discussion of modes, such as his analysis of the
compositionality of bodies and the perspectival orientation of affective
causation.
In Chapter 5, I argued that one should consider the set of neutral
properties that identify modes across attributes, as the essence of white
modes. Relational, attribute-neutral properties constitute the adequate idea of
a white mode, and that idea corresponds to the essence of such a mode. I also
presented my understanding of the “onto-temporal grid”, which captures the
essence and existence of modes in Spinoza’s metaphysics.
In the present chapter, I move to a broader claim. If white modes are
identified through the relational properties identified in Chapter 4, it follows
that modes can be individuated via their relational properties. If my thesis is
correct, one must look at the surrounding modes in order to establish the
individuality of a given singular mode. But which surrounding modes play a
part in this process? I now consider whether the individuation of a mode is
only possible if one takes account of all the modes to which it is related.
In support of this view, I appeal to Spinoza’s theory of intuitive
knowledge as evidence of the fact that a mode can only be fully individuated
in relation to all other modes, and that this complexity is essential to the
individuality of each finite individual. I argue that, given Spinoza’s
perspective, the individuation criteria for modes are bound to be dependent
on the parts that form each mode, and on the attribute-neutral properties of
each mode.
I therefore defend the thesis that a mode is an individual when its parts
agree to a certain extent, harmonise their striving towards persevering into
existence, and have common neutral properties. In other words, two items are
parts of the same individual when they have common causal properties (they
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cause together and are caused together), affective properties (they affect and
are affected together), and compositional properties (they participate together
in higher-level modes).
Each section of the chapter aims to elucidate a different aspect of this
general claim.
In the first section I expand the epistemological component of my
argument, focusing on the thesis that adequate knowledge is knowledge of
the “order and connection” of things and ideas. I aim to show that the
intellectual love of God discussed in Part V of the Ethics comes in degrees,
and increases as one systematically understands more singular things. Thus,
I argue that the most adequate kind of knowledge of Spinoza’s epistemology
is a relational kind of knowledge, and involves understanding modes as
relational entities.
In the second section I appeal to Spinoza’s Letter 32 to Oldenburg to
elucidate Spinoza’s conception of parts and wholes. In this letter, Spinoza
develops a relational reading of the essence and existence of individuals, thus
providing evidence for my claim that finite modes are always relationally
understood within Spinoza’s metaphysics.
In the third section, I connect my reading of Letter 32 with the idea of
so-called ‘weak individuals’ that are part of several wholes at once. I propose
that, given the structure of Spinoza’s metaphysics, it is impossible to limit the
scope of individualising relationships under an interpretation of white modes
defined by relational properties. Consequently, I argue that a reductionist
approach is incompatible with a ‘relational’ understanding. Conversely, I
stipulate that partial and relative individualities are, in principle, traceable
through an understanding that aspires to identify a ‘main’ relational axis,
which privileges certain relations from a given point of view.
Finally, in the fourth section, I contrast this interpretation with the
German Idealist reading of Spinoza as an “acosmist”. In response to this
understanding, I reaffirm the real existence of modes in Spinoza’s
metaphysics. I further proceed to collocate modes on both the causal axes I
have described in the course of this dissertation: horizontally, modes are
identified through an analysis of their causal and affective interconnection
with neighbouring finite modes. Vertically, however, they are immediately
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connected to the essence of substance through their formal essence. Thus, I
conclude, we can achieve a composite picture of the individuation of modes
in Spinoza’s metaphysics, in all its multifaceted complexity.
6.1 – Relational knowledge of the third kind
In previous chapters, I have claimed that Spinoza’s ontology is relational, and
that modes must be individuated through their relations, both in the species
of duration and in the species of eternity. If this is correct, then an ideal
understanding of their individuality must also be relational. In this section, I
propose that Spinoza develops his third kind of knowledge to capture the
relational character of reality, including modes. We could therefore describe
it as a relational kind of knowledge, i.e. a knowledge of the relations that
connect a given mode to all the surrounding modes that are relevant to
individuating it. Individuals can be fully understood if they are understood
through their relations, under a species of eternity.
In Part 5 of the Ethics, Spinoza is approaching his final argument, to
the effect that humans can liberate themselves from the ‘servitude’ of the
passions through intuitive knowledge. Before I begin my discussion, I need
to enter a caveat. I do not intend to offer a comprehensive reading of this
section of the Ethics, or of the third kind of knowledge. Instead, I shall offer
a partial reading, focusing on a line of argumentation that will achieve my
goal in the present section, which is to demonstrate that Spinoza understood
the third kind of knowledge as knowledge of relations. Admittedly, this may
not be Spinoza’s own purpose in describing the third kind of knowledge. In
Part 5 of the Ethics, he aims to put this kind of knowledge to instrumental
use, and liberate humans from inadequate ideas and the influence of passions.
I shall therefore have to disentangle claims about metaphysics from ethical
propositions. For this reason, I proceed by isolating propositions that offer
indirect indications of the metaphysical picture implied. Such picture is one
of deep interconnection, in which individuals are part of a relational
‘universe’ governed by compositional rules and oriented by the relation of
expression.
A relational epistemology entails that we know things adequately if
and only if we come to know them in and through their relations. If my
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description of the ontology of modes as a relational ontology is correct, then
an adequate understanding of this ontology must be relational, in the sense of
capturing this feature of reality. I interpret Spinoza as claiming that the third
kind of knowledge arises as we understand the necessary and infinite
interconnection of modes, viewed as “horizontal” or transitive causes, while
also grasping the relation between the horizontal interconnection of modes
and the “vertical” or immanent causality of the substance.
Let us begin our analysis from E5p6. In this proposition, Spinoza
states that the human mind is less subject to passions when it understands “all
things as necessary”. 397 Drawing on a Stoic argument, he contends that, when
we understand that an event (or state of affairs) is necessary, any passions
associated with it are weakened or dispelled and give way to a feeling of
tranquillity.398
What sort of knowledge is capable of obtaining this outcome? Spinoza
clarifies the point in the demonstration to E5p6. “The mind understands all
things to be necessary (by E1p29), and to be determined by an infinite
connection of causes to exist and produce effects (by E1p28)”. We achieve
tranquillity and liberation from passions if and only if we first understand
things as necessary, and second, understand them within a relational causal
structure. The first requirement, the understanding of the necessity of all
things, is dictated by E1p29, where Spinoza establishes that contingency is a
reflection of ignorance, and that everything that exists is determined by the
necessity of the divine nature.399 Moreover, by quoting this proposition in the
demonstration of E5p6, Spinoza reconnects his argument with a statement of
God’s immanent causation, since the necessity that determines the reality of
modes is identical with the necessity of God’s nature.
The second requirement – that in order to achieve tranquillity we must
understand that each thing is determined by the “infinite connection” of
causes – rests on E1p28, where Spinoza establishes the “horizontal” or

E5p6: “Insofar as the mind understands all things as necessary, it has a greater power over
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transitive doctrine of mode-to-mode causation. 400 The importance of this
horizontal lens for acquiring the third kind of knowledge is amplified in
E5p6s. There, Spinoza makes it explicit that we achieve tranquillity through
obtaining an understanding of finite beings, and not just by understanding the
immanent causality of the substance. “The more this knowledge that things
are necessary is concerned with singular things”, he says, “the greater is this
power of the mind over the affects”. Thus, the liberating knowledge described
at E5p6 must comprehend not only the necessity of the substance’s immanent
causation, but also the necessary transitive causation and interrelation that
horizontally connects one mode with another.401 E5p6, we can conclude,
describes the liberation of the mind through the knowledge of the causal
connections of modes.
I next show how this knowledge liberates the human mind. To this
end, I first consider E5p10, where Spinoza shows how the liberation of the
mind from passions is embedded in “the power of ordering and connecting
the affections of the body according to the order of the intellect”.402
According to this proposition, the mind is able to reorganise the arbitrary
sequence of ideas that it derives from the way it is affected by external things,
in accordance with the order of the intellect.
The premise for this doctrine is the parallelism of order and
connection stated in E2p7, where Spinoza demonstrates that ideas, as modes
of thought, must share the same order and connection displayed by modes of
other attributes, including bodies. In E5p10, this parallelism is used to
establish that the intellect can acquire the power of reordering the affections
that result from its passive interactions with other modes. By reconstructing
the order of horizontal causation, the intellect has the power “of forming clear
and distinct ideas, and of deducing some from others”. 403 At the same time,
the interconnection of ideas mirrors the horizontal aspect of causality, which
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– as we have seen in Chapters 4 and 5 – is relational. Achieving the liberation
of the mind thus means understanding relations between modes in their
correct order. The mind becomes able to understand the order of the
connection of modes that is otherwise obscured by the apparent chaos and
contingency of the affections.404
The order dictated by the intellect includes the “totality of relations
which involve a mode”.405 The first step in the liberation of the mind is
achieved through rational, demonstrative knowledge. Through this kind of
knowledge, the mind forms clear and distinct ideas of its affections,
reconstructing the causal process that brings them about. Furthermore, the
mind reorders the interactions with neighbouring modes through processes of
deduction that mirror the horizontal causation of modes. This will dispel the
negative effect that the encounters with other modes can have on the human
mind, thus reducing its passivity by connecting affections to the causal chain
of finite modes.
However, the story cannot stop here, since the third kind of knowledge
is intuitive, and thus cannot proceed by way of these laborious deductions.406
Instead, the order and connection that integrates a given mode within the
relational structure of reality must be “instantaneously present to the knowing
subject”.407
How does Spinoza explain this requirement? The turning point is
E5p14. In this proposition, he declares that “the mind can bring it about that
all the body’s affections, or images of things, are related to the idea of God”.
Here the advance made by E5p10 (“we have the power of ordering and
connecting the affections of the body according to the order of the intellect”)
is connected with the vertical axis of God’s immanent causation. The
affections of the body, as we have learned from E5p10, can be reorganised by
the intellect to reconstruct the connective structure of the reality of modes;
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this connective structure is now related to God. In E5p14d, Spinoza cites as
proof of this connection E1p15, which reads: “whatever is, is in God, and
nothing can be or be conceived without God”.408 By restating the inherence
of all modes in God, and the conceptual dependence of their essences on God,
Spinoza suggests that the horizontal causal order and connection of modes
can be seen as an instantiation of God’s immanent causation. The liberating
understanding of the relational character of modes, established in the previous
propositions, becomes intuitive when connected with God’s vertical
causation.
The consequences of this argument are made explicit by Spinoza in
E5p24, where he affirms: “the more we understand singular things, the more
we understand God”. By stating that our understanding of God increases
together with our understanding of singular things, he connects our adequate
knowledge of singular things with the knowledge of God, which is the aim of
the third kind of knowledge. Once again, Spinoza reaffirms that
understanding both the horizontal and vertical kinds of causation is crucial
for achieving the liberation of the human mind. Further evidence for this view
is given in E5p24d, where Spinoza simply refers us to E1p25c: “particular
things are nothing but affections of God’s attributes, or modes by which
God’s attributes are expressed in a certain and determinate way”. This
corollary establishes that modes are singular expressions of God’s causation,
thus providing metaphysical grounds for Spinoza’s thesis that our knowledge
of finite modes is instrumental to our knowledge of God.
Intuitive knowledge, we are told, “proceeds from an adequate idea of
the formal essence of certain attributes of God to the adequate knowledge of
the formal essence of things”.409 Once again, the knowledge in question is
relational. We come to know things intuitively by tracing the path of God’s
expression, through the attributes, to the modes.410 As I have claimed in
Chapter 5, the formal essences of things represent their eternal aspect, which
408
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is an instantiation of God’s immanent causation. While the intellect traces the
relational existence of modes by reconstructing their order and connection,
intuitive knowledge immediately relates their essence to God’s expression.
Thus, the second kind of knowledge is concerned with the horizontal relations
of finite modes; by contrast, the third kind of knowledge is concerned with
the vertical relation connecting each formal essence with its immanent cause,
God’s power.
There is further evidence that this is Spinoza’s understanding. In the
fourth chapter of the Theological-Political Treatise, he restates his claim. “All
things in nature involve and express the concept of God, in proportion to their
essence and perfection. Hence the more we know about natural things, the
greater and more perfect is the knowledge of God we acquire”.411 This
passage reinforces Spinoza’s commitment to the thesis that knowledge of
singular things increases our knowledge of God. In fact, singular things are
nothing but the expression of God’s essence, and knowledge of the mutual
connections between them allows us to come to know God’s actions, as
Spinoza goes on to argue. “Since knowledge of an effect through its cause is
nothing but knowing some property of the cause”, he says, “the more we
know natural things, the more perfectly we know God’s essence, which is the
cause of all things”.
The interpretation I am offering is not novel in the literature. Sharp,
for example, argues that it is supported by the only example of intuitive
knowledge that Spinoza provides, namely the immediate intuition of the
fourth proportional of a numeral series.412 She argues that intuitive knowledge
connects the universality of the substance’s essence directly with the
singularity of finite modes; thus, by virtue of this relational character,
intuition is truly universal.
Translating this interpretation into the trans-attributal language
developed in previous chapters, we can now affirm that every mode is
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expressed within an attribute, and that white modes are an expression of the
substance’s power, understood under all the attributes at once. Thus, the
eternal essences of white modes represent the proper object of the third kind
of knowledge. “Nothing falls outside of a relationship to an attribute of God
and, therefore, nothing exists that cannot, in principle, be intuited”. 413 Every
singular thing can be the object of intuition, which connects the multiplicity
of white modes with the unity of the substance’s immanent causation.
Through this argument, we can affirm that Spinoza views reason and
intuition – both of which are adequate kinds of knowledge – as ways of
knowing the true, relational nature of the world. Both contribute to the
liberation of the mind, insofar as both focus on the necessity and
interconnection of modes that Spinoza describes in E5p6d as prerequisites for
overcoming passivity.
However, there is an important difference between them. Reason
places modes within the horizontal causal chain of transitive causes, steadily
developing clear and distinct ideas of their interconnections. Intuition, by
contrast, focuses on the immanent causal relation through which the
substance expresses itself in the attributes. It immediately connects the formal
essences of modes with the relational network generated by the action of the
substance.
In this section, I have shown that both reason and intuitive knowledge
are, for Spinoza, adequate forms of knowledge that represent the relational
structure of reality. I have argued that intuition focuses on the eternal and
immanent causal relationship of the substance with every singular mode. By
contrast, reason focuses on the transitive and durational connections between
such modes.
In the following sections, I apply this interpretation to Spinoza’s
Letter 32. I show how – if we assume a relational epistemology – we can
dissolve some of the puzzles generated by this letter and understand the view
of finite individuals that Spinoza develops in his correspondence with
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Oldenburg.414 On the basis of this text, I demonstrate that, for Spinoza,
knowledge of singular beings as individuals (or “wholes”) is always
horizontal and therefore subject to a specific point of view. By contrast, an
‘absolute’ or vertical knowledge of the identity of individuals, be they wholes
or parts, relies on a holistic understanding of the substance through the
relational paths of its expression. Thus, I maintain that a relational lens can
help us decipher Spinoza’s mereology.

6.2 – Harmony and unity
In 1665, Henry Oldenburg, secretary of the Royal Society, asked Spinoza a
question about compositional properties. “If your investigation has shed any
light”, Oldenburg says, “on that difficult question concerning our knowledge
of how each part of Nature agrees with its whole and in what way it agrees
with other things, we ask you, most affectionately, to communicate it to
us”.415
A month later, Spinoza replied, putting a particular gloss on
Oldenburg’s query. “I presume you are asking for the reasons by which we
are persuaded, that each part of nature agrees with its whole, and coheres
with the others”.416 As Spinoza admits, his interpretation of the question is
motivated by ignorance. “I don’t know [absolutely] how they really cohere
and how each part agrees with its whole. To know that would require knowing
the whole of Nature and all of its parts”.417 Thus, he separates two distinct
perspectives: one of which he claims to be ignorant of, and one which he
proceeds to explain.
In what follows, I distinguish these two perspectives. I claim that the
“real” perspective – the one Spinoza claims to be ignorant of – is the
perspective of the third kind of knowledge. Identifying this perspective with
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intuitive knowledge helps us to make sense of two important points. First, if
the knowledge Spinoza claims to lack is intuitive knowledge, we also know
that knowledge of this kind is, as he reminds us in E5p42s, “difﬁcult and rare”.
Second, the letter makes it clear that the knowledge Spinoza lacks is holistic;
and we have seen in the previous section that this is a feature of the third kind.
By contrast, “the reasons by which we are persuaded that each part of
nature agrees with its whole, and coheres with the others” belong to the
second kind of knowledge. Acquiring knowledge of this kind is a matter of
arriving at clear and distinct ideas by way of definitions and demonstrations.
It is important, however, to note that both kinds of knowledge are adequate,
and both focus on the interaction between parts and wholes.
If we assume that the Letter is concerned with the second kind of
knowledge, it makes sense that Spinoza should open his discussion with a
definition: “By the coherence of parts, then, I understand [intelligo] nothing
but that the laws or nature of the one part so adapt themselves to the laws or
nature of the other part that they are opposed to each other as little as
possible”. 418 The use of the verb intelligo, which is used throughout the
Ethics, signals that this is an adequate definition of the “coherence of parts”.
In it, Spinoza maintains that parts agree with each other when they do not
oppose each other, which is equivalent to adapting to each other. In other
words, we can only understand how wholes are mereologically formed of
parts through a knowledge of the relations that connect the parts.
Nevertheless, the phrasing of the definition is odd. Spinoza only tells
us that parts do not oppose each other, without providing the reader with the
reason for this absence of opposition. Fortunately, the problem can be
clarified by referring to the Ethics. In E3p5, Spinoza affirms that “things are
of a contrary nature, that is, cannot be in the same subject, insofar as one can
destroy the other”. Things cannot be parts of the same whole if they
completely disagree, because that would destroy the composite object
(E3p4).419 What about the opposite case where the parts completely agree? In
418
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this case, the monist Spinoza would probably conclude, they would become
one and the same thing.420
While this analysis goes some way towards clarifying the notions of
‘agreement’ and ‘disagreement’, difficulties remain. In the Physical
Digression, as well as in Letter 6 to Boyle, Spinoza seems to understand
‘agreement’ in purely mechanistic terms, as a chain of interaction between
parts that exchange motion and rest.421 In Letter 32, however, we are offered
a picture of parts that, by adapting to one another, form complex wholes. For
a whole to be formed, the parts in question must agree to some extent, without
agreeing entirely. “Parthood” must be a fluid balance of agreement and
disagreement, perfectly described by the Latin convenire (to encounter, or
come across each other). The partial agreement and disagreement of parts is,
for Spinoza, a necessary condition of their being able to combine into wholes.
Moreover, as I shall shortly demonstrate, this condition also allows finite
beings to be both parts and wholes, depending on the intensity of the
agreement between them and the point of view of the observer.
With this fluidity in mind, let us return to Spinoza’s discussion of the
nature of parts and wholes in Letter 32.

I consider things as parts of some whole insofar as the nature of the one so
adapts itself to the nature of the other that so far as possible they are all in
harmony with one another. But insofar as they are out of harmony with one
another, to that extent each forms an idea distinct from the others in our
mind, and therefore it is considered as a whole and not as a part.

In this passage, Spinoza shifts away from the language of definitions.
Intelligo (“I understand”) becomes considero (“I consider”). He also
introduces the locution “insofar as…” (quatenus). As I have argued in
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Chapter 3, his use of these terms signals that we are entering the realm of
aspects, distinguished through distinctions of reasoned reason.422 DRRs, as I
have argued, are able to recognise or “pick up” real elements of reality.
However, these elements or aspects are not distinguished by a real distinction.
In this sense, Spinoza implies that when we consider parts and wholes as real
entities, we are recognising something that really exists, although the
categories of parts and wholes do not constitute the real essence of a given
thing.
According to the passage, “to be a part” and “to be a whole” are
aspectual properties of an individual. Depending on which aspect we are
considering, the same singular thing can be either a part or whole. Depending
on whether or not it “adapts” harmoniously to its neighbouring modes, we
consider a certain mode as a part of a bigger whole, or as an independent
whole. As we will see in section 6.3, Spinoza maintains that it is possible to
shift between such aspectual readings, depending on the point of view we
assume.
Further support for this interpretation comes from a parallel text,
E2d7, where he defines singular things [res singulares]. “By singular things,
I understand [intelligo] things that are finite and have a determinate existence.
And if a number of individuals so concur in one action that together they are
all the cause of one effect, I consider [considero] them all, to that extent, as
one singular thing”.423 The language used here perfectly echoes that of Letter
32. In this case, Spinoza begins by providing a definition of “singular things”,
using the verb intelligo. He then provides us with the mereological rules that
allow a “singular thing” to combine with others to form a higher-level
composite. The respective causal actions of the singular components adapt to
each other, concurring to form one and the same effect.424 Analogously, in
Letter 32, Spinoza offers a similar (although non-causal) understanding of the
agreement of parts of the same individual, claiming that the adaptation that
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allows the composition of a higher-level individual takes the form of
“harmony”.425
As these two passages indicate, the relations of causation (more
evident in E2d7) and composition (more evident in Letter 32) are integral to
the structure of parts and wholes. Moreover, as I have shown in Chapter 4,
they are the two main relational attribute-neutral properties that enable us to
identify white modes across attributes. Thus, even though Spinoza mainly
discusses the part-whole relations of extended modes, we can infer that the
same individuation criteria must apply across attributes. We can therefore
tentatively formulate the following criterion for the individuation of a finite
individual:

A mode x is an individual if and only if the parts that compose x agree with
each other to some extent and have compatible trans-attributal properties
(i.e. they cause or are caused together, they compose higher-level individuals
together, they affect or are affected together).

This is a flexible criterion for establishing the individuality of a singular
being, and as we have seen, it mainly rests on the notion of a “harmony”
among parts. This harmony is what allows parts to compose a higher-level
individual, thus respecting the compositional requirements for the crossattributal individuation of white modes. Furthermore, the harmonisation of
their causal properties guarantees that they share the same position in the
chain of causal connection, thus respecting the causal requirements for the
cross-attributal individuation of white modes.
What can this understanding of harmony tell us about the notions of
part and whole? By conceiving individuals through this flexible notion of
425
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harmony, we conceive them to be constantly shifting between the status of
part and that of whole.426 In this sense, we can infer that the concept of
harmony employed by Spinoza in Letter 32 merely serves as a guide for the
mind to favour one aspectual reading of reality over another, as proven by the
remark “insofar as they are out of harmony…each forms an idea distinct from
the others in our mind”. As I have established in Chapter 3, an aspect is
generated in the mind by a real feature of an object. When the harmony
between an individual and its neighbouring modes is weak, the mind will
view the individual as a whole. When the harmony is stronger, the mind will
view the individual as a part. Whether it is understood as a part or a whole,
the individual has the same degree of reality; but the mind sees it in different
ways.
In this section, I have shown how Spinoza’s interpretation of the
concepts of part and whole depends on an aspectual reading of the
composition that allows several finite beings to combine in a higher-level
individual. Each individual is, at the same time, a whole insofar as it is
composed by other individuals, and a part insofar as it harmonises with
neighbouring modes to compose a higher-level individual. To interpret a
finite being as a part, I maintain, is a matter of recognising its advanced degree
of agreement with neighbouring modes. By contrast, to interpret the same
finite being as a whole is a matter of recognising its comparatively limited
agreement with neighbouring modes.
I shall now go on to show how the concept of relational knowledge,
which I have developed in section 6.1, combines with this aspectual
understanding of parts and wholes.
6.3 – The worm and the particles
In this section, I aim to show that Spinoza’s understanding of what it is to be
a part or a whole generates a “weak” conception of individuals. Individuals,
as Spinoza conceives of them, can only be isolated through a loose process of
426
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individuation.427 Since these points also emerge from Letter 32, I begin by
continuing to analyse this text.
In the letter, Spinoza does not just provide general criteria for the
notions of part and whole. He also includes a clarificatory example, designed
to elucidate how these notions operate in the formation of our concepts. The
example stipulates that human blood is not a simple fluid, but is composed of
different parts, such as “lymph” and “chyle”. It is a non-homogeneous whole.
This being so, its parts must to some extent adapt to each other. If the motions
of the different particles were able to adapt to each other to the point of
“complete agreement”, blood would become homogeneous. Note that this
notion of “complete agreement” is incompatible with the existence of lymph
and chyle as wholes, as it would reduce them to the exclusive role of parts.
At this point, however, Spinoza immediately offers a qualification:
“But insofar as we conceive the particles of lymph, by reason of their shape
and motion, to differ from the particles of chyle, to that extent we consider
them as a whole and not as a part”. The elements that we had assumed to be
parts can also be interpreted as wholes. Two points are relevant here.
First, in order to articulate the sense in which the particles are wholes,
rather than parts, Spinoza employs the terminology I have already highlighted
in the previous section. He says that we consider [consideramus] the particles
as wholes, insofar as [quatenus] they differ from each other. As we have noted
before, this language indicates that he is making a DRR and drawing our
attention to an aspect of reality.
Secondly, Spinoza adds a new and puzzling element to his description
of the whole of which chyle and lymph are parts: he remarks that the parts
constitute a whole when they completely428 agree with each other. This claims
starkly contrasts with the definition he has already offered us, namely that
things cannot completely agree (on pain of being assimilated to each other).
Elements, we were told, are parts of the same whole to the extent that they
agree with one another as far as possible.429 While the initial definition had
427
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established a partial criterion for the agreement of parts (especially
heterogeneous parts) in a whole, the case of the blood sets a far more
demanding standard. For parts to constitute a whole, they must be in complete
agreement.430 How can we make sense of this apparent contradiction? Which
kind of “agreement” should we be looking for in investigating the nature of
composite individuals? And what bearing does this have on the issue of the
individuality of finite beings?
In order to answer these questions, let us follow Spinoza a little
further. In fact, he goes on to offer a different perspective on the same
scenario by picturing a “little worm” that lives in the blood. The worm
is capable of distinguishing by sight the particles of the blood, of lymph, etc.,
and capable of observing by reason how each particle, when it encounters
another, either bounces back, or communicates a part of its motion, etc.
Indeed, it would live in this blood as we do in this part of the universe, and
would consider each particle of the blood as a whole, not as a part.

We learn that the worm – an explicit metaphor for human beings – shares two
human cognitive capacities: imagination (exemplified by the sense of
“sight”), and reason.431 Moreover, the worm and human beings are perfectly
aligned in their understanding of parts and wholes. Humans live in “this part
of the universe”, paying more attention to the differences between the several
beings that compose it than to their harmony and agreement. As a result,
humans consider these parts as wholes, just as the worm considers the parts
of the blood – chyle, lymph and so on – as wholes. However, as Spinoza goes
on to specify, the worm does not know
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how all the parts of the blood are regulated by the universal nature of the
blood, and compelled to adapt themselves to one another, as the universal
nature of the blood requires, so that they agree with one another in a definite
way.432

The ‘universal nature’ referred to in this passage represents the nature
of the whole, formed by the blood’s parts as they adapt to one another through
a process of mutual interaction. The passage therefore resonates with the
declaration of ignorance at the opening of Letter 32. The worm is ignorant of
how the parts “are regulated by the universal nature of the blood”, just as
Spinoza had claimed to be ignorant of “how [parts] really cohere and how
each part agrees with its whole”. The worm, like Spinoza, does not possess
knowledge of the third kind; it only has “sight” and “reason”. Thus, it is not
capable of uniting the infinite plurality that exists in “the whole of Nature and
all of its parts”. As I have argued in section 6.1, the third kind of knowledge
can unify the horizontal interconnections joining the plurality of beings, and
connect it with the vertical relations deriving from the expression of God’s
essence. Failing this, we can still have adequate knowledge of the horizontal
level (as demonstrated by the adequate language of definitions employed by
Spinoza in Letter 32). But this knowledge has to proceed carefully by
examining the interactions between each finite individual and its
neighbouring parts. The second kind of knowledge, in fact, proceeds from
one clear and distinct idea to the next and cannot immediately grasp the
“universal nature” of the whole.
This interpretation helps us to make better sense of the opposition
between the two ways in which Spinoza characterises the notion of
“agreement”. As I have pointed out, there seems to be an utter incompatibility
in Spinoza’s position: on the one hand, he argues that the agreement between

Emphasis is mine. Interestingly, “in a definite way” reads certa ratione in the Latin text,
reminding us of the notion of ratio of motion and rest necessary for the preservation of an
individual in the Physical Digression of the Ethics. Therefore, the ‘universal nature’ referred
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species; see section 5.1).
432
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wholes can never be more than partial; on the other, he seems to claim that
the agreement between two parts must be complete if they are to constitute a
whole. I suggest that, by reading these two terms through the lens of a
relational epistemology that focuses on knowledge of the mutual interactions
between objects, we can explain this apparent contradiction. If we view the
problem through this lens, we can interpret both the concepts of ‘as far as
possible’ and ‘completely’ as aspectual conceptions of the same finite being.
Each one of them “picks up” on an aspect of reality. Parts of a whole
agree ‘as far as possible’ because, as modes, they are specific singular
expressions of the substance. As Spinoza states in E2d1, “by body I
understand a mode that in a certain and determinate way expresses God’s
essence insofar as he is considered as an extended thing”. Even when they are
included in a higher-level individual, finite beings are expressions of God’s
essence, which (as I have demonstrated in Chapter 5) is immediately
connected with their formal essence. We learn about this connection when we
know things sub specie aeternitatis, in the third kind of knowledge.
Therefore, they cannot be completely annihilated in the process of forming a
higher-level mode, and they can only agree ‘as far as possible’. Each part is a
whole, and cannot completely agree with other wholes on pain of
disappearing in a process of adaptation, which would make it impossible for
its essence to be known sub specie aeternitatis. If a mode’s essence is
immediately connected with the immanent causation of substance – as the
eternal character of formal essences demands – it cannot completely
disappear in the process of adapting to neighbouring modes.
By contrast, from the point of view of higher-level modes (i.e.
wholes), Spinoza must commit to an agreement of parts that is ‘complete’.
Due to the restraints formulated in E3p4 and E3p5, the notion of agreement
employed in the forming of wholes must dispel any doubts about a
disagreement between the parts of a composite, on pain of endangering the
survival of its structure.
Reading the two aspects of the agreement of parts as distinguished by
a distinction of reasoned reason helps us ease this conflict. As Spinoza
demonstrates with the example of the worm in the blood, these two aspectual
readings of the agreement of the parts of the human blood are both adequate,
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and yet do not contradict each other. Our confusion is generated by our
exclusive focus on one or the other level of modes, and by our ignorance
about the relations between the components.
As a result, our everyday understanding of individuals – which we see
as wholes – cannot be underwritten by Spinoza. The conception of individuals
that results from a relational understanding of Spinoza’s epistemology calls
for an understanding of modes as “weak” individuals, that can be both part
and whole depending on which relation we emphasise.
In the last two sections, I have argued that, in Letter 32, Spinoza offers
a perspective that is complementary – not contrary – to that of the Ethics. I
have argued that understanding his notions of parts and wholes through a
relational lens can help us understand their role in his ontology and
epistemology. Both notions describe adequate knowledge of a given
individual, without reducing the partial aspect to the whole or vice versa. The
parts are not just instrumental to the formation of a whole, and the whole is
not merely the sum of its parts. Furthermore, this aspectual reading of the
concepts of part and whole has brought me to the identification of a “weak”
conception of individuality in Spinoza, which I shall discuss in the next
section.
6.4 – Spinoza’s ‘weak individuals’
In sections 6.2 and 6.3, I have argued that Spinoza’s account of individuality
is perspectival. Considering one individual as a whole, or as a part of a higherorder individual, is dependent on the perspective of the observer, as
exemplified by the case of the worm. At the same time, every perspective
captures something about reality, due to the fact that these aspectual readings
of an individual are distinguished by means of a DRR. But if their
mereological existence is so ambivalent, how can modes be described as
individuals? I have proposed that whether one describes a mode as a whole
or as part of a larger whole, one captures its essence, even in apparently
arbitrary cases where the essence captured does not appear as an individual
from the point of view currently assumed by a given observer. In fact, as I
have argued in section 6.3, a mode can be viewed as a part or a whole when
considered in duration. The consideration of finite modes under a species of
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eternity, however, does not include this ambivalence (as Spinoza’s
proclamation of ignorance demonstrates). In other words, as I argued in
Chapter 5, the essence of the same mode has different distinctive qualities
when considered under the species of eternity or under the temporal aspect of
duration.
In section 6.1, I have argued that Spinoza’s third kind of knowledge
is a form of relational knowledge under a species of eternity. Specifically, I
have demonstrated how this kind of knowledge connects white modes with
the immanent causation of the substance, relating the formal essences of
modes to the horizontal causal network. This network constitutes the object
of the third kind of knowledge, resulting in an increasing knowledge of the
causality of substance and in the liberation of the human mind.

If my

interpretation is correct, it follows that the knowledge of formal essences is
knowledge of the relations that ultimately constitute the essence of
individuals from the point of view of God. By contrast, individuals are
“weak” when viewed from the point of view of duration, because the parts
that compose them are subject to continuous variation and their agreement is
partial; they agree “as far as possible”. This conception of individuals
represents the final result of the analysis proposed in this dissertation, and I
shall now go on to elucidate it.
As I have argued in Chapters 1, 2, and 3, modes are properties of the
substance; they inhere in the substance and causally depend on the substance
for their instantiation. Furthermore, they are expressed under all the attributes
of the substance; they are white modes, whose expression in different
attributes is distinguished by way of a distinction of reasoned reason. There
is indeed something that is captured by the distinction between modes in the
various attributes, although this distinction is not a real distinction. In Chapter
4, I argued that modes can be identified across different attributes insofar as
they present consistent causal and compositional properties, which are shared
by the different attributal aspects of a white mode. Moreover, these attributeneutral properties can be represented as a unified exertion of power.433 This
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account gives us a way to distinguish the durational and eternal essences of
modes. The eternal aspect of their essence is the immediate connection
between their formal essence and the immanent and vertical causation of the
substance. By contrast, their durational aspect is governed by the “relations
and circumstances that have produced and continue to reproduce this
existence”, which represents the horizontal and transitive order of
causation.434
This relational structure of the durational realm generates an
understanding of finite modes as weak individuals. As I have argued,
individuals are wholes composed of parts, unified by an asymptotic and
partial agreement or adaptation. One might object that individuals, thus
construed, are too weak to count as individuals at all. This objection finds
fertile grounds in the fact that, from the point of view of transitive causality,
a single mode is only a small instantiation of the horizontal and infinite chain
of finite causes. In addition, the substance – in which modes inhere and on
which they depend – is the immanent cause of each individual mode.
Taking this objection seriously, one interpretative tradition has
attributed to Spinoza the view known as “acosmism”: since modes, as
Spinoza conceives of them, are so ontologically weak, they cannot be said to
exist at all. The only existing thing is God, or the one substance. Interpreting
Spinoza as an acosmist was common among the German Idealists.435
According to their view, Spinoza’s substance is a “dark shapeless abyss, so
to speak, in which all determinate content is swallowed up as radically null
and void”.436 The radical dependence of modes on the substance, and the
difficulties tied to their individuation, suggests that modes are mere illusions.
To treat the multiplicity of finite modes – human beings, worms, cells,
elephants, universities – as individual things is therefore an epistemological
mistake. Building on the position I have so far defended, I aim to show that

Ibidem. Morfino goes on to connect this feature of Spinoza’s metaphysics to his theory of
passions: “…the essence of the thing is now conceived post festum, starting from the fact of
its existence; it is now conceived only starting from its power to act, its potential for action,
which alone reveals its true interiority” (p. 116).
435
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this interpretation is mistaken. I provide three arguments for the view that
acosmist readings of Spinoza must be rejected, since they are inconsistent
with large sections of his metaphysics.437 Dismissing the acosmist
interpretation is crucial to my project, since the real existence of modes is
fundamental to my relational reading of Spinoza’s concept of individuality.
The first argument against acosmism focuses on the presence of
modes in Spinoza’s account of the third kind of knowledge. As we have seen,
knowledge of this kind is adequate and connects the formal essences of finite
modes to the essence of God. As Melamed puts it, “Spinoza makes it clear
that [the third kind of knowledge] pertains to the knowledge of finite
modes”.438 It would therefore be more than curious if finite modes did not
exist. Furthermore, as we have seen in section 6.1, Spinoza maintains that the
adequate knowledge of modes is instrumental to our adequate knowledge of
God. He makes this claim in both the Ethics and the Theological-Political
Treatise.439 Appropriately, Melamed argues that if modes and their
knowledge were illusory, “it would make little sense that, by engaging with
such illusions, we could promote our knowledge of God”.440 As we saw at the
beginning of this chapter, knowledge of the formal essences of finite modes,
under a species of eternity, contributes substantially to the third kind of
knowledge and increases our knowledge of the substance. The acosmist
reading, by contrast, cannot account for the presence of finite modes and their
formal essences in knowledge of this kind.
A second argument against the acosmist reading can be drawn from
E1p36, where Spinoza claims that “nothing exists from whose nature some
effect does not follow”. Substance exists necessarily, so (by the same
necessity) it must have effects. But, as Melamed argues, were modes illusory,
substance would not have any actual effects. Reading Spinoza as an acosmist
would imply that the substance cannot and does not cause anything. Instead,
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as I have argued in section 4.5.1, the causality of the substance is immanent.
Immanent causation immediately relates the expression of the substance’s
power, through the infinite attributes, with the essence of white modes that
represent the instantiation of a modification of the substance in each of these
attributes.
A third and final argument against the acosmist reading of Spinoza’s
ontology focuses on the doctrine of parallelism. As Melamed puts it, the
acosmist understanding would be in “direct contrast” with Spinoza’s theory
of parallelism, “insofar as [the latter] clearly asserts the existence of a
plurality of entities” in its description of order and connection, ideas and
things.441 If modes did not exist, how could the modes of the attribute of
thought parallel the modes of the attribute of extension? How could the order
and connection of ideas be the same as the order and connection of things?
The parallelism of attributes defended by Spinoza clearly implies the
existence of modes in multiple attributes, which – as I have argued in Chapter
2 – are the attributal aspects of white modes, the metaphysical entities that
instantiate the expression of the substance’s power.
Acosmism is therefore incompatible with three of Spinoza’s major
doctrines: it contrasts his view of the third kind of knowledge as a connection
between the essence of substance and the formal essences of modes; it
opposes the necessary causal activity of everything that exists, denying the
possibility for the causal action of the substance that would generate the
modes; and it denies the doctrine of parallelism, insofar as it negates the
existence of the entities that would be paralleled across attributes. We can
therefore reject it, and affirm that Spinoza does not regard finite individuals
as mere illusions. Modes exist, although they depend on and inhere in the
substance.
However, it is equally undeniable that Spinoza proposes an
understanding of singular things that is much weaker than the conception of
individuals found in coeval metaphysicians, such as Descartes or Leibniz. As
I have shown in this chapter, the “traditional” view of individuals primarily
conceives of them as wholes, formed from a multiplicity of parts. For
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Spinoza, such a conception is only one of the potentially infinite aspects of
the agreement of parts that leads to the formation of an individual.
In the light of the view I have defended, we can now re-examine the
criterion for the individuation of a finite individual that I proposed in section
6.2. There, I suggested that x is an individual if and only if the parts that
compose x agree with each other as far as possible and have compatible
neutral properties (they cause or are caused together, they compose higherlevel individuals together, they affect or are affected together).
We can now see how the aspectual reading of the agreement of parts
combines with my thesis that the attribute-neutral properties of a mode can
be expressed in terms of power. The parts of x, in order to avoid destroying
each other (or the whole) must harmonise their respective conati into striving
together, in accordance with E3p7: “the striving by which each thing strives
to persevere in its being is nothing but the actual essence of the thing”. In fact,
the individuality of each composite mode is sensitive to the conati of the
individuals that constitute it, and must harmonise them into “a ratio of motion
and rest”.442 The agreement of the parts is spelled out in terms of their power
(their respective conati), and must result in a new, unified conatus of the
whole. That conatus – in Spinoza’s words – is “the actual essence of the
thing”.
The interpretation I have offered helps us to conceive the
individuation of modes under these conditions, by providing a relational
account that sees each mode as a unity of power that always expresses itself
through the attribute-neutral properties established in Chapter 4. This ensures
the durational individuation of modes. 443 Modes are individuated as unities of
power, which are relationally directed and orientated towards the formation
of higher-order individuals. The individual essence of each part must
harmonise with the others in order to become part of a certain whole. At the
same time, each is preserved in its own being by its singular conatus. This
structure is replicated to infinity, with singular modes becoming part of higher
and higher-level modes. As I have maintained in rejecting acosmism, this
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does not mean that modes can be discarded as non-existent. They maintain a
certain degree of individuality throughout this process. An advantage of this
interpretation is that the process of individuation, by focusing on relations and
intensities, does not need to assume fixed individuals. Instead, it concentrates
on the way individuals are caused and connected. Thus, it allows modes to be
parts and wholes at the same time; it allows them to be parts of several modes
at the same time, and to be parts of infinite modes.
Spinoza ultimately applies this mereological structure to the mediate
infinite mode of extension – the whole of nature.444 In E2l7d, Spinoza says:
“we shall easily conceive that the whole of nature is one individual, whose
parts, that is, all bodies, vary in infinite ways, without any change of the whole
individual”.445 Once again, the emphasis on ‘conceive’ indicates that this
proposition belongs to rational knowledge. The conclusions that we can draw
from this passage are – in more than one sense – surprising. According to
Spinoza, the “whole of nature” constitutes one individual, even though its
parts are constantly changing. Moreover, in relation to this mediate infinite
mode, every individual is no more than a part. As I have argued in sections
6.2 and 6.3, Spinoza defends the mereological background for this outlook in
Letter 32.
In sum, according to my interpretation, the criteria for the
individuation of a mode are not fixed and depend on the relations between its
parts. The interpretation I have offered helps us to conceive the individuation
of modes under these conditions, by providing a relational account that sees
each mode as a unity of power that always expresses itself through attributeneutral properties. This ensures the durational individuation of modes.446 But
what about the individuation of their eternal essences? As we have seen in
Chapter 5, we can capture the individuality of a white mode by placing it on
an onto-temporal grid. The essence of a white mode is stretched across
attributes and onto eternity and is consequently comprehended by the third
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kind of knowledge. Far from being an acosmist, then, Spinoza projects
through his relational ontology an image of modes that are infinitely complex,
and embedded in the “formal essence of certain attributes of God”.447
We can thus conclude that the essences of Spinoza’s modes must be
comprehended under this twofold understanding: in their compositional and
durational essence, by the second kind of knowledge; in their formal and
eternal essence, by the third kind of knowledge. Any reduction of these
criteria risks the exclusion of a crucial portion of Spinoza’s understanding of
modes.448 The interpretation I have proposed in this chapter allows us to
acknowledge the multiplicity of aspects of each white mode. An
uncompromising interpretation of Spinoza’s metaphysics of modes must
understand their individuality as resulting from their constitutive relations.
Such relations shape both their essence (in the formal and actual aspects) and
their existence.
6.5 – Conclusions
In this chapter, I have presented an understanding of Spinoza’s third kind of
knowledge that focuses on the relations of each mode, and the relations of the
substance with each mode. Furthermore, I have defended the view that every
individual, in Spinoza’s sense of the term, can be understood and individuated
in more than one way.
First, its essence can be identified through a holistic process involving
its relations with every other mode of the same attribute, and ultimately with
the expression of the substance’s power, instantiated in that specific mode.
This process of identification, according to Spinoza, can be achieved through
the third kind of knowledge, and leads us to the “intellectual love of God”.449
The connection between a mode’s formal essence and the attributes (essences
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of the substance) substantiates my claim that every actually existing finite
mode possesses a formal and eternal essence.
Second, the identity of each mode can be deduced from the
consideration of its causal relations with neighbouring modes. This latter
conception considers modes, which are still understood as properties of the
substance, embedded in a horizontal network of “finite and determinate
causes”.450 As I have demonstrated in Chapter 4, however, this causal account
of the individuality of modes is not exclusively tied to conceiving a mode
under a specific attribute. By contrast, it is compatible with conceiving a
mode under all the attributes at once, since causality is an attribute-neutral
property. Thus, I argue, it is possible to reconcile the complex problem of the
individuation of modes with two of Spinoza’s most crucial doctrines: the
eternality of essences and the parallelism of attributes. This answer to the
question regarding individuation has the merit of providing us with a
complete picture of the ontology of modes in Spinoza’s metaphysics, without
reducing or betraying any aspect of their complex essences and existences.
Third, the identity of each mode results from the compositional
criteria Spinoza sets out in Letter 32, in the Physical Digression, and in E2d7.
A mode is an individual when its parts agree “as far as possible”, without
becoming identical to each other or destroying each other. Furthermore, parts
of the same mode must have common neutral properties. In other words, two
modes constitute the same individual when they have communal causal
properties (they cause together and are caused together), affective properties
(they affect and are affected together), and compositional properties (they
participate together in higher-level modes).
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Conclusion

My aim in this dissertation has been to consider how Spinoza individuates
finite modes within a monist metaphysics that only allows for the existence
of one substance. In response to this problem, I have provided a unified,
relational account of the character and place of modes within Spinoza’s
ontology. My account both responds to the main trends within the current
secondary literature, and aims to enrich our understanding of one of Spinoza’s
key metaphysical concepts.
Throughout the dissertation, I have offered reasons for adopting a
relational conception of “individuals”, that always takes account of the beings
surrounding an individual when establishing its identity. This approach is
underdeveloped in the secondary literature. While it is crucially important in
contemporary metaphysics, I have aimed to show that it can also be fruitfully
applied to Spinoza’s highly original philosophical system, and can provide us
with new insights into its structure. Thus, I have been able to address crucial
problems in the interpretation of Spinoza’s ontology, such as the relationship
between modes and the substance, the ontological status of attributes, and the
harmonisation between Spinoza’s power-oriented metaphysics and his
apparently mechanist approach to physics.
In the first chapter, I discussed the relationship between substance and
its modes, emphasising how Spinoza’s account differs from rival conceptions,
such as those elaborated by Aristotle and Descartes. I argued that, since
Spinoza’s metaphysics of modes makes them dependent on the substance in
terms of inherence, causality and conception, it is appropriate to view modes
as properties dependent on the substance, which represent their subject. I
defended this interpretation against several objections raised, for instance, by
Bayle and Curley, and showed how Spinoza uses the doctrine of quatenus to
separate Natura naturans and Natura naturata. This notion laid the
groundwork for my relational interpretation of modes. It provides a way to
show what is wrong with approaches that award them a quasi-substantial
ontological status, and clarifies the need for a different approach to their
individuation.
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One of the main difficulties any interpretation of modes must deal
with is how modes relate to substance. In the second chapter, I considered
how modes depend on substance. To answer this question, I argued, we must
take account of the connection between modes and the attributes through
which they are conceived. Here, however, we confront a familiar problem:
how can Spinoza reconcile the multiplicity of attributes with his monism? Are
attributes and their modes parts of the substance, thus forcing us to reject
monism, or are they illusions created by an inadequate intellect? We can
overcome this opposition, I suggested, by interpreting the attributes as aspects
of the same substance, distinguished through a distinction of reasoned reason.
The notion of a distinction of reasoned reason has been appealed to in
the recent literature, but has not been explored in any depth. By tracing its
history in Chapter 3, I provided a sufficiently rich analysis of the distinction
to justify my account of the way Spinoza uses it. I concluded that Spinoza’s
understanding of attributes is best understood through the notion of a
distinction of reasoned reason. A DRR, as I have called it, recognises the
distinction between real aspects of a given object, while maintaining that
these aspects are not separated by a real distinction. I argued that Spinoza
appeals to the DRR to distinguish attributes of the substance. He also puts it
to work to explain the relation between parallel modes of separate attributes.
These modes are distinct, but are simultaneously aspects of the same “white
mode”, or mode of the substance. A “white mode”, I have argued, is the
concept of all parallel aspects of a mode (in all the attributes) at once. Thus,
it represents the unification of seemingly separate modes, and allows Spinoza
to defend his doctrine of parallelism without jeopardising the causal and
conceptual segregation among attributes.
In Chapter 4, I proceeded to isolate the fundamental characteristics
that identify each “white mode”, i.e. the characteristics that identify
individual modes across attributes. Following Della Rocca’s approach, I
examined several candidates for this role, and concluded that parallel modes
are united by their causal and compositional properties, including their
affects. I went on to suggest that, as well as identifying white modes in terms
of these properties, we can regard them as relationally oriented amounts of
power. This provides a description of modes that is consistent with Spinoza’s
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association between the notions of power and essence, as well as allowing us
to track modes across attributes through a notion that is not dependent on a
specific attribute. The “powerful” account of essences that emerges from
certain Spinozist doctrines, such as the conatus, can be reconciled with a more
linear account. My reading therefore offers a way to bring together the
conative or energetic reading of essences, typical of French and Continental
interpretations of Spinoza’s metaphysics, with the geometrical or essential
reading favoured by Anglo-American interpreters.
The composite picture of essences developed in the first four chapters
is also the subject of Chapter 5, where, after surveying the existing debate
between accounts favouring a quasi-Platonist reading of Spinoza’s formal
essences, and a materialist account that emphasises the role of actual
essences, I concluded that each individual has its own essence. Reintroducing the concept of aspect, I argued that we can accommodate the
different roles that essences play in Spinoza’s metaphysics by appealing again
to the notion of a DRR. Essences have distinct aspects, reflecting the two
temporal dimensions Spinoza describes – eternity and duration. When we
view the essence of a mode from the perspective of eternity, we emphasise
the fact that it is an immediate expression of the immanent causality of the
substance. When we view the same essence from the perspective of duration,
we focus on same-level interaction between sequences of finite modes. To
capture this multiplicity of aspects, I devised an onto-temporal grid, which
represents the attributal and temporal determination of a mode’s essence. I
argued that, under both eternal and durational aspects, modes are individuated
through their relations. In particular, I offered a comprehensive account of
how the durational essences of modes are identified through their causal and
compositional properties, developing a relational account of actual essences.
In Chapter 6, I extended my analysis to the individuation of modes
conceived under a “species of eternity”. To this end, I developed a relational
reading of the third kind of knowledge, arguing that in Spinoza’s
epistemology, relations – and not objects – have primacy. Consequently, I
argued that the full individuation of modes, in Spinoza’s metaphysics, is a
holistic process that demands knowledge of every modal determination. In
favour of this interpretation, I developed a relational reading of a key text –
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Letter 32 – which shows modes as beings that can be continuously
individuated both as parts and as wholes. Thus, I concluded that Spinoza’s
account of individuals must be considered ‘weaker’ when compared to other
early modern metaphysicians, such as Descartes or Leibniz.
In conclusion, I have claimed that Spinoza’s criteria for the
individuation of finite modes must be understood in two ways. Firstly, we
find the infinite chain of finite causes, which determine a specific finite mode
to exist and endure in a certain and determinate way. In this sense, the
compositional criterion for individuation is formulated in the following way:
x is an individual if and only if the parts that compose x agree with each other
(“as far as possible”) and have compatible neutral properties (its parts cause
or are caused together, they compose higher-level individuals together, they
affect or are affected together). The individuation following this path must
account for all the relevant modes that appear in the causal and compositional
genealogy of the mode. Therefore, this individuation is holistic in the sense
that it cannot be limited by any traditional understanding of objects as
individuals, and it reshapes our notion of what the term “individual” means.
Secondly, we find that each mode can be, in principle, individuated
through the connection of its formal essence to the expression of the essence
of substance, in an immediate process of immanent causation. The latter form
of individuation is understandable through Spinoza’s third kind of
knowledge. Thus, this criterion portrays an image of the interconnection of
modes that is purified from the account of imagination – which tends to isolate
and separate finite individuals.
Both processes suggest an account of modes that is imbued with
relationality. Under my interpretation, relations – the infinite chain of
proximate causes and the expression of the substance’s essence – assume a
primal importance. In this context, I maintain that a relational interpretation
of Spinoza’s metaphysics of modes can be useful, as it provides a yardstick
for contemporary metaphysical theories that seek to bring relations to the
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forefront. My interpretation reads Spinoza through the lens of “relational
ontology” (in accordance with the criterion created by Robin Durie). 451
This approach is embraced by theories as diverse as the “vital
materialism” of Jane Bennett;452 the “ontic structural realism” of Ladyman,
Ross, Esfeld, and Lam;453 and the “process ontology” developed from the
works of Alfred Whitehead.454 Each of these authors employs versions of this
relational approach, in order to account for a vast diversity of structures.
These structures inform and determine the array of metaphysical objects that
we are accustomed to describing in terms of individuality. This dissertation
has offered the reader arguments to reserve, for Spinoza, a place of honour
within this wide family of theories.
Furthermore, I have shown Spinoza to be a revolutionary thinker,
whose innovative metaphysical framework represents a valuable alternative
to those of his predecessors and contemporaries. His radical ontological
approach continues to inspire current philosophical research and debates.
While not devoid of uncertainties and dilemmas, Spinoza’s metaphysics rises
to the challenge of stimulating research regarding the inmost nature of reality,
proving – once more – its everlasting actuality.

451

R. Durie, Immanence and Difference: Toward a Relational Ontology, in «The Southern
Journal of Philosophy» (60), 2002, pp. 161-189.
452
See for example: J. Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, Duke
University Press, Durham-London 2010; see also D. Coole and S. Frost (eds.), New
Materialisms: Ontology, Agency and Politics, Duke University Press, Durham-London 2010.
453
See section 6.1. See also M. Esfeld and V. Lam, Ontic structural realism as a Metaphysics
of objects, in A. Bokulich and P. Bokulich (eds.), Scientific structuralism, Springer,
Dordrecht 2010, pp. 143-159; and Ladyman et al., Every Thing Must Go: Metaphysics
Naturalized, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2007, especially pp. 14 and 151.
454
Regarding this interesting connection, see for example F. Di Poppa, Spinoza and Process
Ontology, in «The Southern Journal of Philosophy» (48:3), 2010, pp. 272-294.

203

Bibliography

Spinoza’s Works
Opera, in 4 volumes. Edited by Gebhardt, Carl. Carl Winter,
Heidelberg 1925.
Unless otherwise marked, all references are to The Collected Works
of Spinoza, translated and edited by Curley, Edwin. Princeton
University Press, Princeton (NJ) 1985.

Other Works
Ablondi, Frederick and Barbone, Steven. Individual Identity in
Descartes and Spinoza, in «Studia Spinozana 10», 1994, pp.
69-91.
Antognazza, Maria Rosa. Leibniz: An Intellectual Biography,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2009.
Antognazza, Maria Rosa (ed.). The Oxford Handbook of Leibniz,
Oxford University Press, Oxford 2018.
Aquinas, Thomas. Summa Theologiae. Quoted from the English
translation by Freddoso, Alfred. Accessed online, on the
servers of the University of Notre Dame.
Aquinas, Thomas. Summa contra Gentiles. Translated and edited by
Pegis, Anton. Notre Dame University Press, Notre Dame
(IN) 1975.
Ariew, Roger. Descartes and Leibniz as Readers of Suárez. Theory
of Distinctions and Principle of Individuation, in Hill,
Benjamin and Lagerlund, Henrik (eds.). The Philosophy of
Francisco Suárez, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2012, pp.
38-56.
Barbone, Steven. What Counts as an Individual for Spinoza?, in
Koistinen, Olli and Biro, John. Spinoza: Metaphysical
Themes, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2002, pp. 89-112.

204

Baugh, Bruce. Time, Duration and Eternity in Spinoza, in
«Comparative and Continental Philosophy» (2:2), 2010, pp.
211-233.
Bayle, Pierre. Dictionnaire historique et critique par Mr. Pierre
Bayle. Compagnie des Libraires, Amsterdam 1734.
Bayle, Pierre. Historical and Critical Dictionary: Selections.
Translated and edited by Popkin, Richard. Hackett,
Indianapolis 1991.
Bender, Sebastian. On Worlds, Laws and Tiles: Leibniz and the
Problem of Compossibility, in Brown, Gregory and Cheik,
Yual (eds.). Leibniz on Compossibility and Possible Worlds,
Springer, Cham 2016, pp. 65-90.
Benjamin, Andrew. Towards a Relational Ontology: Philosophy’s
Other Possibility, SUNY Press, Albany (NY) 2015.
Bennett, Jane. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, Duke
University Press, Durham-London 2010.
Bennett, Jonathan. A Study of Spinoza’s ‘Ethics’, Hackett,
Indianapolis 1984.
Berto, Francesco, and Plebani, Matteo. Ontology and Metaontology:
A Contemporary Guide, Bloomsbury, London 2015.
Burge, Tyler. Descartes on Anti-Individualism, in Foundations of
Mind: Philosophical Essays, Clarendon Press, Oxford 2007,
vol. 2, pp. 420-439.
Burgersdijk, Franco. Institutionum logicarum Libri duo, Roger
Daniel, Cambridge 1647.
Burgersdijk, Franco. Monitio logica or, An abstract and translation
of Burgersdicius his logick, accessible online, on the servers
of EEBO (Early English Books Online).
Buyse, Filip. A New Reading of Spinoza’s Letter 32 to Oldenburg:
Spinoza and the Agreement between Bodies in the Universe,
in Boros, Gábor et al. (eds.). The Concept of Affectivity in
Early Modern Philosophy, Eötvös Loránd University,
Budapest 2017, pp. 104-123.

205

Carlisle, Clare. Spinoza on Eternal Life, in «American Catholic
Philosophical Quarterly» (89), 2015, pp. 69-96.
Carraud, Vincent. Causa sive ratio. La raison de la cause de Suarez
à Leibniz, Presses Universitaires de France, Paris 2002.
Carriero, John. On the Relationship between Mode and Substance in
Spinoza’s Metaphysics, in «Journal of the History of
Philosophy» (33:2), 1995, pp.245-273.
Caygill, Howard. The Topology of Selection: The Limits of Deleuze’s
Biophilosophy, in Ansell-Pearson, Keith (ed.). Deleuze and
Philosophy: The Difference Engineer, Routledge, London
1997, pp. 149-162.
Clarke, Desmond. Descartes’s Theory of Mind, Oxford University
Press, Oxford 2003.
Coole, Diana, and Frost, Samantha. New Materialisms: Ontology,
Agency and Politics, Duke University Press, DurhamLondon 2010.
Costa,

Emanuele. Uno Spinoza sistemico: strumenti per
un’interpretazione sistemica del pensiero di Spinoza, in
«Rivista di Filosofia Neo-Scolastica» (106:3), 2014, pp. 525535.

Costa, Emanuele. Leibniz on Relations: From (Soft) Reductionism to
the Expression of the Universe, in «Journal of Early Modern
Studies» (5:1), 2016, pp. 143-167.
Cremaschi, Sergio. L’automa spirituale: la teoria della mente e delle
passioni in Spinoza, Vita e Pensiero, Milano 1979.
Curley, Edwin. Spinoza’s Metaphysics: An Essay in Interpretation,
Harvard University Press, Cambridge (MA) 1969.
Curley, Edwin. Behind the Geometrical Method, Princeton
University Press, Princeton 1988.
Curley, Edwin. On Bennett’s Interpretation of Spinoza’s Monism, in
Yovel, Yirmiyahu (ed.). Spinoza by 2000, v. I – God and
Nature: Spinoza’s Metaphysics, Brill, Leiden 1991, pp. 3551.

206

D’Anna, Giuseppe. Uno intuito videre: Sull’ultimo genere di
conoscenza in Spinoza, Ghibli, Milano 2002.
Dea, Shannon. The Infinite and the Indeterminate in Spinoza, in
«Dialogue» (50:3), 2011, 603-621.
Delahunty, R.J.. Spinoza, Routledge, London 1985.
Deleuze, Gilles. Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, City Light Books,
San Francisco (CA) 1988.
Deleuze, Gilles. Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza, Zone
Books, New York 1990.
Deleuze, Gilles. Cosa può un corpo? Lezioni su Spinoza. Translated
and edited by Pardi, Aldo. Ombre Corte, Verona 2010.
Della Rocca, Michael. Representation and the Mind-Body Problem
in Spinoza, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1996.
Della Rocca, Michael. A Rationalist Manifesto: Spinoza and the
Principle of Sufficient Reason, in «Philosophical Topics»
(31), 2003, pp. 75-94.
Della Rocca, Michael. Spinoza, Routledge, London 2008.
Della Rocca, Michael. Violations of the Principle of Sufficient
Reason (in Leibniz and Spinoza), in Correia, Fabrice and
Schneider,
Benjamin.
Metaphysical
Grounding:
Understanding the Structure of Reality, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge 2012, pp. 139-164.
Della Rocca, Michael. Interpreting Spinoza: The Real is the
Rational, in «Journal of the History of Philosophy» (53:3),
2015, pp. 523-535.
Descartes, René. Oeuvres. Edited by Adam, Charles and Tannery,
Paul, for Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin, Paris 1897-1913.
Descartes, René. The Philosophical Writings of Descartes. Edited by
Cottingham, John, Stoothoff, Robert, and Murdoch, Dugald.
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1985-1991.
Deveaux, Sherry. The Divine Essence and the Conception of God in
Spinoza, in «Synthese» (135:3), 2003, pp. 329-338.

207

Diodato, Roberto. Relazione e virtualità. Un esercizio del pensiero
estetico, EDB, Bologna 2013.
Di Poppa, Francesca. Spinoza and Process Ontology, in «The
Southern Journal of Philosophy» (48:3), 2010, pp. 272-294.
Di Poppa, Francesca. Spinoza on Causation and Power, in «The
Southern Journal of Philosophy» (51:3), 2013, pp. 297-319.
Donagan, Alan. Essence and the distinction of attributes in
Spinoza’s metaphysics, in Grene, Marjorie (ed.). Spinoza: A
Collection of Critical Essays, Anchor Books, Garden City
(NY) 1973, pp. 164-181.
Donagan, Alan. Spinoza’s Proof of Immortality, in Grene, Marjorie
(ed.). Spinoza: A Collection of Critical Essays, Anchor
Books, Garden City (NY) 1973, pp. 241-258.
Donagan, Alan. Spinoza, University of Chicago Press, Chigago
1988.
Douglas, Alexander. Quatenus and Spinoza’s Monism, in «Journal
of the History of Philosophy» (56:2), 2018, pp. 261-280.
Duffy, Simon. The Logic of Expression: Quality, Quantity and
Intensity in Spinoza, Hegel and Deleuze, Ashgate, Aldershot
2006.
Dukić, Vladimir. Individuation of Finite Modes in Spinoza’s Ethics,
in «International Philosophical Quarterly» (57:3), 2017, pp.
287-303.
Duns Scotus, Johannes. Opera Omnia, edited by Wadding, Luke.
Lous Vivès, Paris 1891-1895.
Durie, Robin. Immanence and Difference: Toward a Relational
Ontology, in «The Southern Journal of Philosophy» (60),
2002, pp. 161-189.
Esfeld, Michael, and Lam, Vincent. Ontic structural realism as a
metaphysics of objects, in Bokulich, Alisa and Bokulich,
Peter (eds.). Scientific structuralism, Springer, Dordrecht
2010, pp. 143-159.
Garber, Daniel. Descartes’ Metaphysical Physics, University of
Chicago Press, Chicago 1992.
208

Garber, Daniel. ‘A Free Man Thinks of Nothing Less Than of Death’:
Spinoza on the Eternity of the Mind, in Mercer, Christia and
O’Neill, Eileen (eds.). Early Modern Philosophy: Mind,
Matter, and Metaphysics, Oxford University Press, Oxford
2005, pp. 103-118.
Garber, Daniel. Superheroes in the History of Philosophy: Spinoza,
Super-Rationalist, in «Journal of the History of Philosophy»
(53:3), 2015, pp. 507-521.
Garber, Daniel. Some Additional (But Not Final) Words, in «Journal
of the History of Philosophy» (53:3), 2015, pp. 537-539.
Garrett, Don. Spinoza’s ‘Ontological’ Argument, in «Philosophical
Review» (88), 1979, pp. 198-223.
Garrett, Don. Spinoza’s Theory of Metaphysical Individuation, in
Barber, Kenneth and Gracia, Jorge (eds.). Individuation and
Identity in Early Modern Philosophy, SUNY Press, Albany
1994, pp. 73-101.
Garrett, Don. Spinoza on the Essence of the Human Body and the
Part of the Mind that is Eternal, in Koistinen, Olli (ed.). The
Cambridge Companion to Spinoza’s Ethics, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge 2009, pp. 284-302.
Garrett, Don. Nature and Necessity in Spinoza’s Philosophy, Oxford
University Press, Oxford 2018.
Gaspari, Ilaria. The curious case of the vermiculus. Some remarks on
Spinoza’s Letter 32 and Spinoza’s views on imagination and
reason, in «Society and Politics» (7:2), 2013, pp. 1-9.
Grey, John. Spinoza on Composition, Causation, and the Mind’s
Eternity, in «British Journal for the History of Philosophy»
(22:3), 2014, pp. 446-467.
Gueroult, Martial. Spinoza I – Dieu (Ethique, 1), Georg Olms
Verlag, Hildesheim 1968.
Guigon, Ghislain. Spinoza on composition and priority, in Goff,
Philip (ed.). Spinoza on Monism, Palgrave Macmillan, New
York 2012, pp. 183-205.

209

Guilherme, Alex. On Bayle’s Interpretation of Spinoza’s Substance
and Mode, in «Revista Conatus» (3:6), 2009, pp. 11-16.
Hart, Adam. Leibniz on Spinoza’s Concept of Substance, in «Studia
Leibnitiana» (14:1), 1982, pp. 73-86.
Haserot, Francis. Spinoza’s Definition of Attribute, in «The
Philosophical Review» (62:4), 1953, pp. 499-513.
Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich. The Encyclopaedia Logic: Part I
of the Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences with the
Zusätze, edited by Geraets, Theodore, Suchting, Wallis, and
Harris, Henry. Hackett, Indianapolis (IN) 1991.
Henninger, Mark. Relations: Medieval Theories 1250-1325,
Clarendon Press, Oxford 1989.
Howie, Gillian. Deleuze and Spinoza: An Aura of Expressionism,
Palgrave, London 2002.
Hübner, Karolina. On the Significance of Formal Causes in
Spinoza’s Metaphysics, in «Archiv für Geschichte der
Philosophie» (97:2), 2015, pp. 196–233.
Huenemann, Charles. The necessity of finite modes and geometrical
containment in Spinoza’s metaphysics, in Gennaro, Rocco
and Huenemann, Charles (eds.). New Essays on the
Rationalists, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1999, pp. 224240.
James, Susan. Spinoza the Stoic, in Sorell, Tom (ed.). The Rise of
Modern Philosophy, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1993, pp. 289316.
Jarrett, Charles. Some remarks on the ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’
interpretations of the attributes, in «Inquiry: An
Interdisciplinary Journal of Philosophy», (20:1-4), 1977, pp.
447-456.
Jarrett, Charles. The Concepts of Substance and Mode in Spinoza, in
«Philosophia» (7:1), 1977, pp. 83-105.
Jarrett, Charles. Spinoza’s Distinction between Essence and
Existence, in «Iyyun: The Jerusalem Philosophical
Quarterly» (50), 2001, pp. 245-252.

210

Jonas, Hans. Spinoza and the Theory of Organism, in Philosophical
essays: from ancient creed to technological men, The
University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1974.
Klein, Julie. Something of it Remains: Spinoza and Gersonides on
Intellectual Eternity, in Nadler, Steven (ed.). Spinoza and
Medieval Jewish Philosophy, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge 2014, pp. 177-203.
Klever, Wim. Actual infinity: A note on the Crescas-Passus in
Spinoza’s Letter (12) to Lodewijk Meijer, in «Studia
Spinozana: An International and Interdisciplinary Series»
(10), 1994, pp. 111-120.
Koistinen, Olli. On the Consistency of Spinoza’s Modal Theory, in
«The Southern Journal of Philosophy» (36), 1998, pp. 61-80.
Ladyman, James (et al.), Every Thing Must Go: Metaphysics
Naturalized, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2007.
Lærke, Mogens. Spinoza and the Cosmological Argument According
to Letter 12, in «British Journal for the History of
Philosophy» (21:1), 2013, pp. 57-77.
Lærke, Mogens. La grande confusione: essenze formali ed essenze
attuali in Spinoza, in Sangiacomo, Andrea and Toto,
Francesco (eds.). Essentia Actuosa. Riletture dell’Etica di
Spinoza, Mimesis, Milan 2016, pp. 75-92.
Lærke, Mogens. Spinoza on the Eternity of the Mind, in «Dialogue»
(55:2), 2016, pp. 265-286.
Lærke, Mogens. Aspects of Spinoza’s Theory of Essence: Formal
Essence, Non-Existence, and Two Types of Actuality, in
Sinclair, Mark (ed.). The Actual and the Possible: Modality
and Metaphysics in Modern Philosophy, Oxford University
Press, Oxford 2017, pp. 11-43.
Lebuffe, Michael. From Bondage to Freedom: Spinoza on Human
Excellence, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2009.
Lécrivain, André. Spinoza et la physique cartésienne, in «Cahiers
Spinoza» (1), 1977, pp. 235-265.
Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm. Textes inédits, edited by Gaston Grua.
Presses Universitaires de France, Paris 1948.
211

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm. Die Philosophischen Schriften, edited
by Carl Gebhardt, 7 vv.. Georg Olms Verlag, Hildesheim
1960-1962.
Lennon, Thomas. The Rationalist Conception of Substance, in
Nelson, Alan (ed.). A Companion to Rationalism, Blackwell,
Oxford 2005, pp. 12-30.
Lennox, James. The Causality of Finite Modes in Spinoza’s Ethics,
in «Canadian Journal of Philosophy» (6:3), 1976, pp. 479500.
Lin, Martin. Spinoza’s Metaphysics: Substance and Thought by
Yitzhak Y. Melamed, in «The Leibniz Review» (23), 2013,
pp. 195-205.
Lin, Martin. The Principle of Sufficient Reason in Spinoza, in Della
Rocca, Michael (ed.). The Oxford Handbook of Spinoza,
Oxford University Press, Oxford 2017, pp. 133-154.
Lin, Martin. Being and Reason: An Essay on Spinoza’s Metaphysics,
Oxford University Press, Oxford 2019.
Long, Steven. On the Natural Knowledge of the Real Distinction of
Essence and Existence, in «Nova et Vetera» (1:1), 2003, pp.
75-108.
Lovejoy, Arthur. The Great Chain of Being, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge (MA) 1936.
Marshall, Colin. The Mind and the Body as ‘One and the Same
Thing’ in Spinoza, in «British Journal for the History of
Philosophy» (17:5), 2009, pp. 897-919.
Marshall, Colin. Spinoza’s Metaphysics: Substance and Thought by
Yitzhak Y. Melamed, in «The Leibniz Review» (23), 2013,
pp. 187-194.
Martin, Christopher. The Framework of Essences in Spinoza’s
Ethics, in «British Journal for the History of Philosophy»
(16:3), 2008, pp. 489-509.
Mason, Richard. Spinoza on the Causality of Individuals, in «Journal
of the History of Philosophy» (24:2), 1986, pp. 197-210.

212

Melamed, Yitzhak. Acosmism or Weak Individuals? Hegel, Spinoza
and the Reality of the Finite, in «Journal of the History of
Philosophy» (40:1), 2010, pp. 77-92.
Melamed, Yitzhak. Spinoza’s Metaphysics: Substance and Thought,
Oxford University Press, Oxford 2013.
Melamed, Yitzhak. Hasdai Crescas and Spinoza on Actual Infinity
and the Infinity of God’s Attributes, in Nadler, Steven (ed.).
Spinoza and Jewish Philosophy, Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge 2014, pp. 204-215.
Melamed, Yitzhak. The Building Blocks of Spinoza’s Metaphysics:
Substance, Attributes, and Modes, in Della Rocca, Michael
(ed.). The Oxford Handbook of Spinoza, Oxford University
Press, Oxford 2017, pp. 84-113.
Melamed, Yitzhak. Spinoza on Mereology, unpublished manuscript.
Quoted with author’s permission.
Merçon, Juliana. Relationality and Individuality in Spinoza, in
«Revista Conatus» (1:2), 2007, pp. 51-59.
Merçon, Juliana. La filosofìa de Spinoza y el pensamiento sistémico
contemporàneo, in «Revista de Filosofìa (Universidad
Iberoamericana)» (133), 2012, pp. 83-101.
Meshelski, Kristina. Two Kinds of Definition in Spinoza’s Ethics, in
«British Journal for the History of Philosophy» (19:2), 2011,
pp. 201-218.
Meshelski, Kristina. Infinite Modes, in Santos Campos, André (ed.).
Spinoza: Basic Concepts, Imprint Academic, Exeter 2015,
pp. 25-33.
Messeri, Marco. Il corpo singolo nella teoria fisica della materia di
Spinoza ed in quella di Descartes, in «Annali della Scuola
Normale Superiore di Pisa» (14:2), 1984, pp. 771-795.
Moreau, Pierre-François. Spinoza: L’expérience et l’éternité,
Presses Universitaires de France, Paris 1994.
Morin, Edgard. La Méthode 1. La Nature de la Nature, Édition du
Seuil, Paris 1977.

213

Morfino, Vittorio. Incursioni spinoziste. Causa, tempo, relazione,
Mimesis, Milano 2002.
Morfino, Vittorio. Spinoza: An Ontology of Relation?, in «Graduate
Faculty Philosophy Journal» (27:1), 2006, pp. 103-127.
Mugnai, Massimo. Leibniz’s Theory of Relations, in «Studia
Leibnitiana Supplementa 28», Franz Steiner Verlag, Stuttgart
1992.
Mugnai, Massimo. Theory of Relations and Universal Harmony, in
Antognazza, Maria Rosa (ed.). The Oxford Handbook of
Leibniz, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2018, pp. 27-44.
Nadler, Steven. Eternity and Immortality in Spinoza’s Ethics, in
«Midwest Studies in Philosohy» (26), 2002, pp. 224-244.
Nelson, Alan. Descartes’ Dualism and its Relation to Spinoza’s
Metaphysics, in Cunning, David. The Cambridge Companion
to Descartes’ Meditations, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge 2014, pp. 277-298.
Newlands, Samuel. The Harmony of Spinoza and Leibniz, in
«Philosophy and Phenomenological Research» (81:1), 2010,
pp. 64-104.
Newlands, Samuel. Spinoza on Universals, in Di Bella, Stefano and
Schmaltz, Tad (eds.). The Problem of Universals in Early
Modern Philosophy, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2017.
O’Callaghan, John. Thomist Realism and the Linguistic Turn:
Toward a More Perfect Form of Existence, University of
Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame 2003.
Okrent, Nicholas. Spinoza on the Essence, Mutability and Power of
God, in «Philosophy and Theology» (11:1), 1998, pp. 71-84.
Owens, Joseph. Quiddity and the Real Distinction in St Thomas
Aquinas, in «Mediaeval Studies» (27), 1965, pp. 1-22.
Peterman, Alison. Spinoza on Extension, in «Philosopher’s Imprint»
(15:14), 2015, pp. 1-23.
Piro, Francesco. Variazioni su un vermiculus. I corpi e le loro
complessità in Spinoza e Leibniz, in «Il Cannocchiale» (40:23), 2015, pp. 135-158.
214

Ribeiro Ferreira, Maria Luìsa. “Um verme no sangue”:
considerações sobre a relação Todo/partes na filosofia de
Espinosa, in «Revista de Filosofía» (133), 2013, pp. 57-82.
Rice, Lee. Spinoza, Bennett, and Teleology, in «The Southern
Journal of Philosophy» (23), 1985, pp. 248-249.
Rosenthal, Michael. Spinoza on Beings of Reason [Entia Rationis]
and the Analogical Imagination, in Ramond, Charles and
Stetter, Jack (eds.). Spinoza in 21st-Century American and
French Philosophy: Metaphysics, Philosophy of Mind,
Moral and Political Philosophy, Bloomsbury, London 2019,
pp. 231-250.
Ryan, Todd. Pierre Bayle’s Cartesian Metaphysics: Rediscovering
Early Modern Philosophy, Routledge, New York 2009.
Rudavsky, Tamar. Time Matters: Time, Creation and Cosmology in
Medieval Jewish Philosophy, SUNY Press, New York 2000.
Sangiacomo, Andrea. L’essenza del corpo: Spinoza e la scienza
delle composizioni, Georg Olms Verlag, Hildesheim 2013.
Sangiacomo, Andrea. What are Human Beings? Essences and
Aptitudes in Spinoza’s Anthropology, in «Journal of Early
Modern Studies» (2:2), 2013, pp. 78-100.
Sangiacomo, Andrea and Nachtomy, Ohad. Spinoza’s Rethinking of
Activity: from the Short Treatise to the Ethics, in «The
Southern Journal of Philosophy» (56:1), 2018, pp. 101-126.
Schliesser, Eric. Spinoza and the Philosophy of Science:
Mathematics, Motion, and Being, in Della Rocca, Michael
(ed.). The Oxford Handbook of Spinoza, Oxford University
Press, Oxford 2017, pp. 155-189.
Schmaltz, Tad. Spinoza on Eternity and Duration: The 1663
Connection, in Melamed, Yitzhak (ed.). The Young Spinoza:
A Metaphysician in the Making, Oxford University Press,
Oxford 2015, pp. 205–20.
Schneider, Daniel. Spinoza’s PSR as a Principle of Clear and
Distinct Representation, in «Pacific Philosophical
Quarterly» (95:1), 2014, pp. 109-129.

215

Scribano, Emanuela. Guida alla lettura dell’Etica di Spinoza,
Editori Laterza, Roma-Bari 2008.
Sharp, Hasana. “Nemo non videt”: Intuitive Knowledge and the
Question of Spinoza’s Elitism, in Fraenkel, Carlos et al.
(eds.). The Rationalists: Between Tradition and Innovation,
Springer, New York 2011, pp. 101-122.
Shein, Noa. The False Dichotomy between Objective and Subjective
Interpretations of Spinoza’s Theory of Attributes, in «British
Journal for the History of Philosophy» (17:3), 2009, pp. 505532.
Skirry, Justin. Descartes’s Conceptual Distinction and its
Ontological Import, in «Journal of the History of
Philosophy» (42:2), 2004, pp. 121-144.
Skirry, Justin. Descartes: A Guide for the Perplexed, Continuum
Books, London 2008.
Smith, Arthur David. Spinoza, Gueroult and Substance, in
«Philosophy and Phenomenological Research» (88:3), 2014,
pp. 655-688.
Smith, Daniel. The doctrine of univocity: Deleuze’s ontology of
immanence, in Bryden, Mary (ed.). Deleuze and Religion,
Routledge, London 2001.
Smith, Daniel. Essays on Deleuze, Edinburgh University Press,
Edinburgh 2012.
Stacksteder, William. Simple Wholes and Complex Parts: Limiting
Principles in Spinoza, in «Philosophy and Phenomenological
Research» (45:3), 1985, pp. 393-406.
Suárez, Francisco. On the Various Kinds of Distinctions, translated
by Cyril Vollert. Marquette University Press, Milwaukee
1947.
Thomas, James. Intuition and Reality: A Study of the Attributes of
Substance in the Absolute Idealism of Spinoza, Routledge,
London 1999.
Toto, Francesco. L’individualità dei corpi: Percorsi nell’Etica di
Spinoza, Mimesis, Milano 2014.

216

Trisokkas, Ioannis. The Two-Sense Reading of Spinoza’s definition
of attribute, in «British Journal for the History of
Philosophy» (25:6), 2017.
Van Bunge, Wiep. Burgersdijk, in Van Bunge, Wiep, Krop, Henri,
Steenbakkers, Piet and Van de Ven, Jeroen (eds.). The
Bloomsbury Companion to Spinoza, Bloomsbury
Academics, London 2014, pp. 60-62.
Van Cleve, James. Problems from Kant, Oxford University Press,
Oxford 1999.
Van Rijen, J. B. M.. Burgersdijk: Logician or Textbook writer?, in
Bos, Egbert and Krop, Henri (eds.). Franco Burgersdijk:
Neo-Aristotelianism in Leiden, Brill, Amsterdam 1993.
Viljanen, Valtteri. Field Metaphysic, Power, and Individuation in
Spinoza, in «Canadian Journal of Philosophy» (37:3), 2007,
pp. 393-418.
Viljanen, Valtteri. Spinoza’s Essentialist Model of Causation, in
«Inquiry: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Philosophy» (51:4),
2008, pp. 412-437.
Viljanen, Valtteri. Spinoza’s Geometry of Power, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge 2011.
Waller, Jason. Spinoza’s Attributes and the “Intermediate”
Distinctions of Henry of Ghent and Duns Scotus, in «Florida
Philosophical Review» (9:1), 2009, pp. 91-105.
Ward, Thomas. Spinoza on the Essences of Modes, in «British
Journal for the History of Philosophy» (19:1), 2011, pp. 1946.
Winkler, Sean. The conatus of the body in Spinoza’s physics, in
«Society and Politics» (10:2), 2016, pp. 95-114.
Wolfson, Harry Austryn. The Philosophy of Spinoza: Unfolding the
Latent Processes of His Reasoning, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge (MA) 1934.
Wolter, Allan. The Formal Distinction, in «Studies in Philosophy
and the History of Philosophy» (3), 1965, pp. 45-60.

217

Wolter, Allan. The Philosophical Theology of John Duns Scotus,
edited by McCord Adams, Marylin. Cornell University
Press, Ithaca 1990.
Yakira, Elhanan. Ideas of Nonexistent Modes: Ethics II Proposition
8, its Corollary and Scholium, in Yovel, Yirmiyahu and
Segal, Gideon (eds.). Spinoza on Knowledge and the Human
Mind, Brill, Leiden, 1994, pp. 159-170.
Yovel, Yirmiyahu. The third kind of knowledge as alternative
salvation, in Moreau, Pierre-François and Curley, Edwin
(eds.). Spinoza. Issues and directions, The proceeding of the
Chicago Spinoza Conference, Brill, Leiden-New YorkCopenhagen-Koln 1990, pp. 157-175.
Zac, Sylvain. L’idée de vie dans la philosophie de Spinoza, Presses
Universitaires de France, Paris 1963.
Zourabichvili, François. Spinoza. Une physique de la pensée, Presses
Universitaires de France, Paris 2002.

218

