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This article explores the concept of substance, attributes, and modes in
Spinoza's "Ethics" by examining them through the perspectives of ancient
Greek and medieval philosophers, as well as Descartes' views on substance
and extension, along with their notions of God and His attributes. Wolfson's
interpretation of Spinoza based on these perspectives serves as the basis for
this investigation. The primary objective of this article is to critically
evaluate Wolfson's interpretation of the concepts of substance, attribute, and
mode as proposed by Spinoza, with a focus on their philosophical
implications and coherence within Spinoza's overall framework. Spinoza's
predecessors, Aristotle and Descartes, believed in the multiplicity of
substances. In contrast, for Spinoza, there is only one substance—a self-
sufficient being that exists independently and does not rely on others for its
existence. One considers a similarity between modes in Spinoza's
philosophy and accidents in Aristotle's system: It is impossible to imagine
modes and accidents without substance. Despite this similarity, in the
Aristotelian system, accidents characterise the substance, but in Spinoza's
philosophy, the substance precedes modes; in fact, modes result necessarily
from the substance. Spinoza then claims that the substance has infinite
attributes, but the human mind only knows two attributes—Thought and
Extension. According to him, the substance is identical to its attributes. So,
the substance as thinking thinks about itself, i.e., the body. For Spinoza,
individual things and Ideas are finite modes of the attributes of body and
mind that follow necessarily from the substance.
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Extended Abstract

This article explores the concept of substance, attributes, and modes in Spinoza's "Ethics" by
examining them through the perspectives of ancient Greek and medieval philosophers and
Descartes' views on substance and extension, along with their notions of God and His attributes.

Aristotle distinguished between two types of substrates: the primary substrate and the secondary
substrate. According to his philosophy, the primary substrate refers to tangible and concrete objects
that we encounter in our daily experiences, such as a specific horse or a particular person. On the
other hand, the secondary substrate encompasses the general concepts we use to describe this
primary substrate. For instance, when we talk about a particular horse, we rely on the general
concept of 'horse,' and when referring to a specific human, we invoke the general concept of
'human." Aristotle regarded these general concepts, such as 'horse' and 'human,’ as the secondary
aspects of the essence. In his framework, the substrate is characterized by a duality between the
primary substrate (the particular objects) and the secondary substrate (the general concepts used to
describe them). While it is conceivable for a specific human to describe themselves, not every
entity is capable of self-description. Thus, Aristotle's philosophy emphasizes the duality between
the primary substrate and the descriptor of the primary substrate.

However, Spinoza redefined the concept of substrate in a way that diverged from Aristotle's
definitions. In Spinoza's philosophy, the dualistic distinction between subject and object, as seen
in Aristotle's framework, dissolves. Spinoza shifts the responsibility of describing the substrate
onto the substrate itself. While Aristotle's philosophy allowed for the possibility of a particular
individual describing themselves, Spinoza's perspective differs. According to Spinoza, every
existing entity is inherently composed of Substrate. In this view, essence is both the subject and
the object, leading to a self-descriptive and self-imaginative nature.

Spinoza's idea is succinctly captured in his statement from the fifteenth proposition of the first
part of his work: 'All that is, is in God, and without God nothing can exist or be conceived.’

What does this mean exactly? To address this question, we need to briefly revisit the concept of
‘accident’ in Aristotle's system. In Aristotle's philosophy, 'accidents' are distinct from 'substrate.’
Accidents are attributes or qualities that exist alongside the substrate of a being. Take the example
of colour—a single attribute—existing within a specific substrate. Colour is an accident that always
accompanies a substrate, and we cannot conceive of it without the substrate. In Aristotle's
framework, 'accidents' are what characterize and define an individual entity. A particular person
possesses specific attributes such as weight, height, mood, and habits, all of which exist within a
particular time and place. These attributes are considered accidents, and together, they contribute
to the unique identity of the individual.

In Spinoza's philosophy, the concept of ‘'mode’ shares both similarities and differences with
Aristotle’s notion of 'accident." A mode, akin to an accident in Aristotle's framework, is associated
with the underlying substance (substrate) and is understood in relation to it. However, although
both modes and accidents are imagined through their respective substrates, modes, unlike
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accidents, do not differentiate the substance. This is because the substrate requires no external
factors to imagine itself; it is self-sustaining and self-imagining. In this context, modes emerge as
necessary outcomes or expressions of the underlying substance's nature. In fact, modes necessarily
result from the substance.

Spinoza's definition of the concept of attribute is as follows:

"By attribute, | understand what the intellect perceives of substance, as
constituting its essence."

The interpretation of Spinoza's definition by commentators varies, leading to differing
viewpoints. Some commentators view the intellect as finite, resulting in subjective attributes.
Conversely, others perceive the intellect as infinite, leading to objective attributes. Based on
evidence from Spinoza's 'Ethics,' the latter interpretation holds true—the attributes are indeed
objective entities. According to Spinoza, the substrate possesses infinite attributes, though he
explicitly mentions only two: mind and body. The term 'intellect’ in the provided definition can be
understood as synonymous with 'mind." In this interpretation, the substrate, or mind, imagines itself.
This understanding prompts a significant question: What gives rise to the plurality of attributes?
Spinoza identifies the substrate with both body and mind. These are two distinct yet interconnected
objective attributes of the simple substance. Notably, the mind is intimately intertwined with the
body, with the mind's focus primarily on the body. Given that the substrate is synonymous with the
body, one could assert that the intellect (mind) thinks on its own behalf. Also, while these two
attributes remain distinct, their close relationship is undeniable. Spinoza's philosophy posits that
the attributes are both objective and interconnected, with mind and body constituting two
fundamental facets of the singular substance.
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