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Introduction: The Attribute Problem

Spinoza defines attribute at E1d4 as “what the intellect perceives of a substance, as
constituting its essence.” Spinoza then argues (at E1p10) that each attribute must be conceived
“through itself.” That is, each attribute is conceptually independent. One can clearly and distinctly
conceive of Thought without Extension and vice versa. Spinoza then argues (at E1p11) that there is
only one substance and that the attributes of Thought and Extension are both attributes of this one
substance. Herein lies a problem. If the one substance has both the attribute of Thought and the
attribute of Extension—does that entail that substance has more than one essence? If substance has
more than one essence, how exactly is that different from just having two substances? On the other
hand, if there is only one substance with one essence, then are the attributes illusions?

Traditionally, answers to these questions have fallen into one of two camps: subjectivist and
objectivist. Subjectivists claim that the attributes are merely conceptually distinct, but not ontologically
or really distinct. Substance has only one essence and it can be thought about in a number of
different ways.! The attributes are distinct in the way that “Samuel Clemmons” and “Mark Twain”
are distinct. The advantage of subjectivism is that it preserves substance monism. Spinoza’s
substance has only one essence. But there is a major problem. Subjectivism seems to entail that the
attributes are in some way illusory. Intellects conceive of attribute A apart from B, however,
ontologically it is impossible for A to exist without B. Thus, it seems, intellects are mistaken to make
such a distinction. Because Spinoza claims that even the infinite intellect conceives of the attributes
in this way it follows that the infinite intellect does not understand things truly. However, Spinoza
states explicitly that the infinite intellect does understand things truly. Thus, either Spinoza
contradicts himself or subjectivism is false. Most commentators find this argument (first presented,
to my knowledge, by Gueroult’) conclusive. Few embrace an unqualified subjectivism today.

Objectivists, on the other hand, claim that the attributes are distinct entities that exist in
themselves. Thus, the one substance has more than one essence (an essence for each attribute).
Substance monism is preserved by the fact that the complex of attributes is a “complex of very

special elements.” Curley, for example, explains how the infinite number of attributes come
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together to make a single substance by appealing to the fact that each attribute exists necessarily.
Thus, it is impossible for one attribute to exist without the others. The advantage of objectivism is
that it ensures that the infinite intellect understands things truly. Objectivism entails that the
attributes are not illusions, but exist as we understand them to be. The disadvantage is that it is
unclear whether objectivists can really get substance monism with a complex of entities each of
which exists “in itself.”

In this paper, I attempt to cut a middle path between subjectivism and objectivism. In the
thirteenth century a number of Scholastic philosophers (including Henry of Ghent and Duns
Scotus) argued for the existence of various “intermediate” distinctions. These distinctions are mind-
independent (like the real distinction) but non-numerical (like the conceptual distinction). Thus,
such distinctions are weaker than the real distinction (because we do not end up with two different
entities), but stronger than the conceptual distinction (because the distinction is not merely a mental
one). A number of such distinctions were proposed in the thirteenth century and they were used to
solve a number of complex metaphysical puzzles. Duns Scotus, for example, argued for a particular
kind of intermediate distinction which he called a formal distinction.  Scotus claimed that this
distinction can be used to separate the persons of the trinity. Henry of Ghent, a little before Scotus,
argued for a different intermediate distinction which he called an intentional distinction. Henry then
used his intentional distinction to explain the relation between a thing’s existence and its essence. In
this paper, I argue that Spinoza’s attributes are likely intermediately distinct. Furthermore, I argue
that the intermediate distinction which separates Spinoza’s attributes is likely a distinction very

similar to Henry’s intentional distinction.
I. Henry of Ghent and Duns Scotus on the Nature of the “Intermediate” Distinction

The purpose of intermediate distinctions is to provide a “real basis for our distinct concepts”
in cases where the two conceptually independent objects (such as the persons of the trinity) are not
really or numerically distinct." The reason such a “real basis” is needed is in order to explain the
difference between correct and incorrect distinctions of this kind. If one draws a distinction
between « and b, this distinction is correctly drawn if and only if there is some real basis for the
distinction in the world (such as being numerically distinct). If the distinction fails to have a real
basis in some actual mind-independent fact, then attempting to draw a distinction there is a mistake.
Therefore, correct distinctions between « and & where « and 4 are not really distinct (that is, not two
different things)’ is possible only if there is some mind-independent fact “which is present in the

world [and] not even partially caused by the intellect.”



Florida Philosophical Review Volume IX, Issue 1, Summer 2009 93

Henry of Ghent proposed his intentional distinction as just such a mind-independent fact.’
Henry argues that there is an intentional distinction® between “an actual existing entity’s essential
being (esse essentiaé) and its existence (esse existentiae).””” The “essential being” (esse essentiae) of some
existing entity is the type of being that the thing’s essence has in itself (per se). Henry explains his
intentional distinction saying, “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.”"
Henninger interprets these passages as providing two necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for
an intentional distinction:

(H1) neither the concept of @ includes that of 4, nor vice versa.

(H2) z and b are really (numerically) the same.

When these two conditions are met, “then « and b are intentionally distinct.”' Thus, according to
Henry, the being a thing has and the distinct type of being that thing’s essence has are numerically
identical in the external world, yet the one external thing (correctly) causes two distinct concepts in
the mind (the esse existentiae and the esse essentiae).”> These two intentiones are, according to Henty,
“merely potentially [distinct] prior to the act of thought.”"’

The objective basis for the correct distinction between zntentiones a and b is, therefore, the
one external object. It is an objective fact prior to any act of thinking that 7/ there was a mind to
receive the formal species of the object, #hen a conceptual distinction would in fact be drawn
between « and 4.'"* Thus, some power (potentia) must exist in the single external object prior to the
actual drawing of the conceptual distinction by an intellect. This power (potentia) is sufficient to
account for the correctness of the distinction between the two zntentiones. Henry is thus able to
distinguish between correct and incorrect distinctions on the basis of the source of the distinction.
If the external object is the cause of the two different concepts to the intellect, then one can
correctly distinguish two zntentiones. 1f, however, the external object causes only one concept, then
any attempted distinction would be in error.

Henry’s intentional distinction was, however, unpopular. Most of Henry’s contemporaries,
including Duns Scotus, argued that the external thing itself was not sufficient to provide an objective
basis for a distinction between two zntentiones a and b. Scotus argues that there must be some kind of
actual mind-independent distznction (not merely a certain power) in the world which can take place
between numerically the same znfentiones (what Scotus calls “realitas”). Scotus writes that if Henry of
Ghent is correct “then the object of both concepts [z and 4] should be identical unless you grant that
one and the same extra-mental thing ... generates two objects in the intellect” (which is, of course,
exactly what Henry grants)."” Scotus, in this rejection of Henry’s distinction, appeals to the view that
there must be some kind of isomorphic relationship between external objects and the mental objects

caused by them.'® Scotus’s “formal distinction does not deny the intentional distinction of Henry,”
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explains Wolter, “but merely postulates what is needed in things in order to account for it.”"’

Scotus’s distinction is, therefore, an attempted expansion of Henry’s.

Scotus defines his distinction by saying, “ and 4 are formally non-identical [within a single
subject] ... if and only if the definition of z does not include / and the definition of 4 does not
include 2. Thus, two things are formally distinct if and only if

(S1) aand b are really the same.

(82) the definition of z does not include that of 4, or vice versa.

Whereas Henry defines his intermediate distinction in terms of distinct concepts, Scotus defines his in
terms of distinct definitions. The move is significant. If a definition is a list of the essential features,
then Scotus’s move forces him to do something Henry could not do, which is predicate different
essential properties to different realitas within a single subject.” Therefore, according to Henry one
external object produces two correctly distinguished mental objects whereas, according to Scotus,
two numerically indistinguishable, but essentially different, realitas produce two correctly
distinguished mental objects.”’ Scotus is thus able to preserve some degree of isomorphism between

the mind and the world.
I1. Spinoza’s “Mysterious” Distinction

Now let us skip forward about four hundred years to the early Enlightenment and discuss
the nature of Spinoza’s “mysterious” distinctions which separate his attributes. Following Edwin
Curley, many contemporary Spinoza scholars attempt to understand some specific aspect of
Spinoza’s thought by “deducing” it from Descartes’s view on a similar subject.”’ Although we have
to be careful not to go too far with Curley’s deductive method, I believe it is useful when properly
understood and so I will adopt the method in this section.”” Thus, I will first briefly discuss
Descartes’s real and conceptual distinctions and then Spinoza’s (partly reconstructed) objections and
alternative. I will attempt here to reconstruct a “deduction” from Descartes’s real and conceptual
distinctions back to Henry’s intentional distinction.

In the Principles of Philosophy section 60, Descartes defines two things as really distinct whenever

(R1) We can clearly and distinctly understand one apart from the other.”

(R2) God has the power to separate them.”

These two conditions seem to be necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for a real distinction.
The conceptual distinction in Descartes Principles, on the other hand, is more confusing and more
intimately tied up with the (albeit, germane) example he gives. Descartes writes in section 62 of the

Principles:
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a conceptual distinction 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 [that is, properties| of a single substance. Swuch a distinction is recognized by our

inability to form a clear and distinct idea of the substance if we exclude from it the attribute in question.”

The key to understanding Descartes’s conceptual distinction is recognizing that when one
conceptually distinguishes « from b, one loses the “ability to form a clear and distinct idea” of one or
both # and 4% Descartes argues that God has the power to separate « from b whenever we can
clearly and distinctly conceive one without the other. Thus, two things are conceptually distinct,
according to Descartes, if and only if

(C1) We are unable to form a clear and distinct idea of one apart from the other.

(C2) God does not have the power to separate them.”’

These two conditions both are both necessary and jointly sufficient.

When Spinoza rejected Descartes’s substance pluralism and physical determinism and
embraced monism and necessitarianism, he was forced to change the nature of the distinctions
allowed in his metaphysics. The deduction from pluralism to monism is convincingly inferred by
Edwin Curley and the deduction from limited determinism to necessitarianism is convincingly
inferred by Jonathan Bennett.”® It would take me too far a field to rehearse their arguments here.
Instead I want to focus on previously unnoticed consequences of these two deductions—namely,
their impact on the nature of the distinctions allowed into Spinoza’s metaphysics. We will find that
Spinoza is forced (as a monist and necessitarian) to abandon both Descartes’s real distinction and his
conceptual distinction. In their place he embraces a problematic “mysterious” distinction, which I
will argue in the next section is Henry’s intentional distinction.

Monism and necessitarianism force Spinoza to abandon condition R2, which requires that
God “have the ability to separate them.” Even setting aside the question of whether such a
condition makes sense given Spinoza’s understanding of “God” as nature (although, I think it
does),” no thing can be separated from anything else in Spinoza’s metaphysics for two reasons.
First, there is only one substance. Particular objects are merely “modes or modifications” of the
single substance and cannot be or be conceived without it.”’ Second, if every mode’s existence and
state is necessary and every mode is causally linked to every other, then every mode is necessarily
linked to every other. One mode cannot be actually separated from anything else. Similarly, if there
is only one possible world (as, I believe, necessitarianism entails), then the attributes also cannot be
separated from substance nor from one another.” Such existential independence does not exist in

Spinoza’s metaphysics. So nothing, according to Spinoza, is really distinct from anything else.
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Spinoza himself directly criticizes Descartes’s conceptual distinction. Spinoza’s problem is
with C1, namely that ““we are unable to form a clear and distinct idea of one apart from the other.”

He writes:

[According to Descartes,] being, insofar as it is being, does not affect us through itself alone,
as substance, and has therefore to be explained though some attribute, from which, however,
it is distinguished only by reason. Hence I cannot sufficiently wonder at the subtlety of
mind of those who have sought, not without great harm to truth, something that is between

being and nothing.3‘2

Spinoza’s remark that Descartes’s conceptual distinction seems to seek something “between being
and nothing” is revealing. It tells us that Spinoza believes, like Scotus (but not Henry), that the mind
and the world (in the context of Spinoza’s metaphysics, substance and the attributes) are isomorphic
in some sense.” Thus, if a conceptual distinction between @ and b requires that 4 not be conceivable
on its own, then Spinoza infers that the distinction implies that 4 cannot exist on its own either.
However, because the one substance is defined by Spinoza, following Descartes, in terms of
existential and conceptual independence such a dependence on its attributes seems to require that
substance be something “between being and nothing.” However, in Spinoza’s metaphysics the only
place where Descartes’s conceptual distinction could play a role is in separating the attributes.”™
Thus, the distinction must be abandoned altogether. Nothing in Spinoza’s metaphysics is
conceptually distinct from anything else.

Given his other commitments Spinoza correctly rejects R2 and C1. This leaves Spinoza with
R1, namely, “we can clearly and distinctly understand one apart from the other” and C2, namely,
“God does not have the power to separate them.” If we put these two conditions together, then we
get:

(R1) We can clearly and distinctly understand one apart from the other.

(C2) God does not have the power to separate them.
Such a distinction which combined (R1) and (C2) would be pretty close to Henry’s intentional
distinction:

(H1) neither the concept of @ includes that of 4, nor vice versa.

(H2) 2 and b are really (numerically) the same.
But does Spinoza ever bring R1 and C2 together in this way? He seems to. In the Appendix
Concerning Metaphysical Thoughts, Spinoza proposes, against Descartes, that “the affections of being are
certain attributes under which we understand the essence or existence of each individual thing,
although these attributes are distinguishable from the thing only by reason.”” At E1p10s Spinoza

argues that the attributes “can be conceived as really distinct, that is one without the help of the
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other, still we cannot deduce therefrom that they constitute two entities, or two different

b

substances.” In these passages Spinoza might be bringing R1 and C2 together and arguing that the

attributes are conceptually, but not existentially, independent.
III. Spinoza’s “Intentional” Distinction?

If the attributes are not really distinct, then the actual essence of substance (Thought-
Extension-etc.) is one. Nevertheless, the human intellect perceives substance’s essence as being #vo

distinct attributes (Thought and Extension) and the “infinite intellect”

perceives it as constituting
an infinite number of distinct attributes (all but two of which are unknown to us).”” So in virtue of
what are the attributes correctly distinguished by minds?

Imagine that we accept Scotus’s solution and say that the attributes are formally distinct as
Deleuze has recently suggested.” In that case an infinite number of relationships within the essence
of substance allow each of the attributes a unique definition. However, this interpretation is highly
implausible. If each of the attributes has a unique definition, then each has different essential
features (which account for the differences in the definitions). However, if the attributes have
essential features, then the essence of substance itself has an essence. Such a claim would seem to
lead to some kind of an infinite regress even if we stipulate that the attributes are not properties of
substance.” Furthermore, most modern commentators agree that one cannot define, but simply
name, the different attributes in much the same way as one cannot define, but only name, the
experiences of different colors. Bennett argues that the attributes are “a basic, irreducible way of
being.”* T. C. Mark concurs (although he has a different conception of the attributes) arguing that
“each attribute is not something that can be described or understood at all. ... [T]he attributes are

objects of perception.”"!

Spinoza seems to confirm this view by not attempting to individually
define any of the attributes. Thus, it seems unlikely that the attributes are formally distinct because
they cannot have distinct definitions.*”

Imagine, therefore, that the attributes are intentionally distinct. In this case, one thing
(substance) would have the power to produce different and independent concepts in minds. In such
a case the different concepts would not imply that the object to which they correspond is plural
because the objective basis for the distinction between the concepts is a power that the single object
has. This conception seems to cohere fairly well with what Spinoza says. He seems to argue that
substance only has one essence and he argues that the attributes “can be conceived as really distinct,

that is one without the help of the other.”®

If we accept intentionally distinct attributes, then we
can say that the one Thought-Extension-etc. (i.e., the essence of substance) produces different

concepts in the intellect (namely, Thought, Extension, etc.) These concepts are correctly
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distinguished from one another because the cause of the distinction is the nature of substance itself.
Substance provides the “real basis” for the distinction between Thought and Extension.

Furthermore Spinoza offers us an (albeit, confusing) argument for why the one substance
has this particular power to produces different attribute-concepts in the mind. He seems to believe
that it is connected with his claim that substance has an “absolutely infinite essence.”* The
argument, as I reconstruct it, seems to go something like this. A substance with essence (i.e.,
attribute) R produces concept R in minds. Because the one substance, God, has an “absolutely
infinite essence” it must produce every possible attribute-concept (not in every possible mind, but
perhaps in every possible combination). Therefore, the one infinite essence must produce distinct
concepts in the intellect. Although this argument leaves much to be desired, it does seem to provide
additional support for the thesis that Spinoza’s “mysterious” distinction is (or is at least very similar
to) Henry’s intentional distinction. Whereas Henry relies on an unnamed mind-independent power
to ground his intentional distinction, Spinoza relies on the absolutely infinite essence.

More importantly, perhaps, is that this “Henrian” solution seems to maintain both of the
advantages of the subjectivist and objectivist solutions while avoiding both disadvantages.
According to my solution the attributes are not illusory (the advantage of objectivism) and substance
has a single essence (the advantage of subjectivism). The attributes are correctly distinguished by
minds because the absolutely infinite essence of substance (considered as a power)® ensures that
they can be so distinguished. This real basis entails that the attributes are correctly distinguished.
Thus, the infinite intellect does not err. Although I have left many questions here unanswered I
believe that a “Henrian” interpretation may be a viable interpretation of the attributes that charts a

course between the illusion-theory of subjectivism and the complex-monism of objectivism.
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mind/body identity (F + thought does not equal F + extension; at best they share a part), there is a
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mental entity. The mental entity is thus about the external object because (1) the two forms are
indistinguishable and (2) the object has the form naturally and the mind has it zntentionally. See
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and the same subject but merely asserts that a particular relation does not hold among two ‘ways’ (A
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to Duns Scotus, 22 for commentary. The principle fails because numerical identity cannot be cashed
out in terms of indiscernibility. Nevertheless, it seems to me as though when it comes to realitas the
identity of indiscernibles does hold. If there were two realitas in subject S which have the same
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in isolation and (i) where either @ or & cannot be conceived in isolation.
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substance. Wolfson, The Philosophy of Spinoza, 140-41, however, takes Spinoza’s discussion to be a
later version of a fairly traditional solution to the problem of Divine simplicity in medieval Jewish
philosophy. He argues that unless we take attributes to be properties we cannot make sense of the
E1p9 claim that “the more reality a thing has, the more attributes it has.”

“ Bennett, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, 48.

“ "Thomas C. Mark, “The Spinozistic Attributes,” Philosophia 77.7 (1977), 76.

* What about Scotus’s caveat that “if  and 4 are not capable of definition, then if they were capable
of definition, the definition of 2 would not include 4 and the definition of 4 would not include 27’
(See note 16.) Could this help us to explain how the attributes can be formally distinct, but not have
actual definitions? I fail to see how. Something has a definition if and only if it has essential
features. If something lacks essential features, then it is not capable of definition. So I cannot make
sense of Scotus’s caveat and, therefore, don’t believe it to be useful.

“ E1p10s.

“ See Ela6, E1p9, Elpl1d.

* Spinoza does claim at E1p34 that “God’s power is his very essence.” This claim may lend more

supportt for the “Henrian” interpretation.
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