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Abstract

One of the challenges faced by Spinoza's commentators is the problem of the
nature of attributes; that is, the answer to the question of whether attributes are
distinct from the substance (objective interpretation) or not (subjective
interpretation). The main difficulty concerning the above-mentioned problem is
that any answer to it, leads to another problem, that is, the relation of attributes to
each other, and any answer to this later problem also implies an inconsistency; for
while claiming a real distinction between attributes in Ethics, Spinoza believes in
the unification of modes arising from various attributes. This issue leads to the
following interpretive challenge: if the distinction between substance and
attributes is conceptual, the real distinction of attributes remains unjustified and if
the real distinction between attributes is to be acknowledged, other difficulties
will arise, concerning how to justify the unification of modes. On the other hand,
if the ontological implications of the real distinction are to be ignored, the ideas-
things parallelism will be lost. In this article, it will be argued that solving the
problem of the nature of attributes according to Spinoza depends on the
justification of the relationship of attributes with each other, and since the answer
to the latter problem is faced by the aforementioned inconsistency, the former
problem also will not find a consistent answer in Spinoza’s Philosophy.

1. Introduction

The problem of the nature of the attributes is one of the most
challenging problems in Spinoza’s philosophical system; that is, the
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answer to the question of whether attributes are distinct from the
substance or just perceived to be distinct; in other words, how is the
relation between substance and attributes best understood in terms of
the Cartesian theory of distinction? Is there a real, modal, or conceptual
distinction between them? Any answer to this question is dependent
upon another question, namely, the relation of attributes to each other
and whether there is a real or conceptual distinction between them.

The main difficulty, which is to be discussed in this article, is that
any answer to the second question implies an inconsistency, for while
claiming a real distinction between attributes in Ethics, Spinoza
believes in the unification of modes arising from various attributes,
which do not have consistent implications. This issue leads to the
following interpretive challenge: if the distinction between substance
and attributes is conceptual, the real distinction of attributes remains
unjustified, and if the real distinction between attributes is to be
acknowledged, other difficulties will arise concerning how to justify the
unification of modes. On the other hand, if the ontological implications
of the real distinction are to be ignored, the ideas-things parallelism will
be lost, and that is not acceptable due to Spinoza’s many direct and
indirect assertions concerning his commitment to the ideas-things
parallelism.

In this article, it will be argued that providing any answer to the
problem of the nature of attributes, according to Spinoza, depends on
the justification of the relationship of attributes with each other, and
since the answer to the latter problem is faced by the aforementioned
inconsistency, the former problem will also not find a consistent answer
in Spinoza’s philosophy.

Research Question(s)

1. What is the relation of attributes to the substance? Are they distinct
in a real, modal, or conceptual way? In other words, are they truly
distinct or just perceived as such in our minds?

2. What is the relation of attributes to each other? Are they distinct in a
real or conceptual way? If their distinction is real, how is the unification
of the modes to be justified? And if their distinction is conceptual, what
is to be said about Spinoza’s declaration about the real distinction of
attributes?
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2. Literature Review

The main idea of the following article is discussed by many
philosophers and commentators, but the very questions raised here
particularly bear similarities to the three following publications:

Parchment, S. 1996 ‘The God/Attribute Distinction in Spinoza’s
Metaphysics: A Defense of Causal Objectivism’, History of Philosophy
Quiarterly 13, 55-72

Shein, N. 2009 ‘The False Dichotomy Between Objective and
Subjective Interpretations of Spinoza’s Theory of Attributes’, British
Journal for the History of Philosophy 17, 505-532

Melamed, Y. 2013 ‘Spinoza’s Metaphysics: Substance and
Thought’ (Oxford: Oxford University Press)

3. Methodology
The method used in the following research is considered fundamental.

4. Conclusion

On one hand, providing an interpretation of Spinoza’s explication of
the objective or subjective nature of attributes depends on an answer
concerning the relationship of attributes with each other. On the other
hand, concerning the second question, his words are of considerable
inconsistency, which is due to his commitment to the ontological
implications of the real distinction, and this has become a serious
challenge for his commentators because any attempt to get an answer
for the problem of the nature of attributes in Spinoza's philosophy is
bound to solve the inconsistency of his discussion concerning the
relation of attributes to each other, an inconsistency that does not seem
to get any answer and seemingly leaves the first question unanswered;
therefore the results of this article can be summarized as such:

1. The final answer to the question of the nature of the attributes
depends on the answer to the question of the type of distinction between
attributes.

2. The second question remains unanswered due to inconsistencies. The
first question will remain unanswered.

Keywords: Spinoza, Substance, Attribute, Mood, Real Distinction.
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