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their attributes or in their states, i.e., either in what kinds they
belong to or in some non-basic qualitative way”(Bennett,
1984, 66). This is correct, but, as we will see, it leaves 1P4
ambiguous between two importantly different interpretations.
Bennett argues that one substance with all possible attributes
(i.e., God) is distinguishable from, e.g., res extensa because
of the difference in the attributes of the substances. God has
the attribute of extension and has all other possible attributes.
In making this claim Bennett seems to believe that two sub-
stances which differed in any of their attributes would be dis-
tinguishable: any difference in attributes allows two sub-
stances to be distinguished. His interpretation of the aspect
of 1P4 in which we are interested can be put as follows:

(1) It is sufficient for two substances to be distinguished from one
another that the two substances do not have all their attributes in
common.

Bennett must presuppose this interpretation of 1P4 to sup-
port his claim that 1P5 proves only that there cannot be two
substances that share all attributes.

Fortunately, there is an alternative interpretation of
1P4 that is natural and allows for a different interpretation of
IP5. First, however, it will be helpful to clarify Spinoza’s
notion of the relation between substances and their attributes.
Spinoza’s conception of substance differs from that of
Aristotle, the Scholastics and Leibniz. He breaks with the
Aristotelian tradition in that he does not think of substance as
a subject that underlies the attributes it ‘has.’ Rather, Spinoza
identifies substance with the attributes which express its es-
sence. If there were a substance of one attribute its entire
essence would be expressed by that attribute. Thus, there is
no difference between extended substance and that which is
extended, or just extension. Likewise, God is identified with
all His attributes. Spinoza understands by God “a substance
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consisting of an infinity of attributes, of which each one ex-
presses an eternal and infinite essence”(1D6).

Imagine a world containing nothing but God and res
extensa. This world would consists of two things: (1) God,
i.e., a substance of all possible attributes, each of which would
be identical to a substance of one attribute; (2) res extensa, a
substance of one attribute. According to Spinoza, the world
contains nothing but God’s attributes (insofar as they express
the essence of absolutely infinite substance) and a substance
(res extensa) that is identical to one of the attributes of God.
There is no ‘stuff” underlying God’s attributes, and res extensa
does not inhere in some underlying thing.

I have provided this discussion of Spinoza’s under-
standing of substances and attributes to motivate an alterna-
tive interpretation of 1P4. In the reality I described there are
two substances that do not share all attributes. However, there
is still a question regarding how it is possible to distinguish
them. It is not clear that it is possible to identify res extensa
as a thing distinct from God’s attribute of extension. It would
be impossible to determine where God'’s attribute of exten-
sion stopped and res extensa began, or whether they were
two distinct things at all.

This suggests that Bennett’s interpretation of 1P4
might not be the most accurate one. Instead of being inter-
preted as the claim ‘if two substances have any different at-
tributes, then they are distinguishable,” 1P4 might be inter-
preted as the claim ‘two substances are distinguishable only
if they have different attributes by which they can be deter-
mined to be distinct.” The second interpretation leaves open
the possibility that only some differences in attributes would
be sufficient to distinguish two distinct things. I suggest the
following interpretation:

(2)It is sufficient for two substances to be distinguished from one
another that each of the substances has at least one attribute that is
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distinguishable from every attribute of the other substance (i.e.,
has an attribute that the other does not).

As best I can tell, the sense of 1P4 is captured as well by my
interpretation as by Bennett’s. Given my interpretation, the
relevant question is whether the difference in attributes be-
tween God and res extensa is sufficient to distinguish them
as distinct substances.

This question must be made more precise. Spinoza
believes that God can be distinguished from each of His at-
tributes and (were it possible for such a thing to exist) from a
substance of one attribute. It is easy to be misled by this fact
into thinking that a substance of one attribute could be con-
ceived as being a distinct thing. But we are not merely inter-
ested in knowing how it is possible to distinguish one sub-
stance (i.e., God) as a distinct thing. We are also interested in
knowing if there are two substances that can be distinguished
from one another. 1P4 asserts that two substances are distin-
guishable if they have different attributes. However, the fact
that God is distinguishable as a substance which is distinct
from an imagined substance of one attribute (because He has
an attribute the supposed substance of one attribute could not
have) does not entail that any substances of one attribute are
in fact distinguishable as substances distinct from God. The
fact that He is known to exist because He is distinguishable
from any imagined substance of one attribute does not entail
that any substances of one attribute exist. Given 1P4, e.g.,
res extensa exists only if it is distinguishable as a distinct
substance. [ suggest the following principle which, I be-
lieve, follows closely from 1P4(2):

(2.1) A substance exists only if it has an attribute that distinguishes
it as a distinct thing (i.e., has an attribute that no other substance

has).
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This principle is simple, even trivial, but it has important
implications for Bennett’s argument.

Our consideration of 1P10 suggests that a substance
of one attribute would be indistinguishable from an attribute
of God. And, as Spinoza implies in P10, there is no reason to
believe that there are any substances of one attribute unless
we can determine a sign by which substances of one attribute
can be distinguished as distinct things. Plugging into (2.1)
and using res extensa as an example we get: res extensa is a
substance only if it has an attribute that no other substance
has. If there is a Spinozan God, then res extensa would be
identical with an attribute of God, and so res extensa could
not be distinguished as a distinct thing. If there is a God,
therefore, there cannot be res extensa. Likewise with all other
supposed substances of one attribute; they do not exist.

With this interpretation of 1P4 and, thereby, 1PS5, the
official argument is valid. Given my interpretation of 1P4
and the assumption that there can be no substances of mul-
tiple but less than all attributes, it is true that in nature “there
cannot be two or more substances of the same nature or at-
tribute” (1P5). It is obviously true for substances of one at-
tribute. Itis true for an absolutely infinite substance and sub-
stances of one attribute because a substance of one attribute
and the absolutely infinite substance cannot share any attribute
without the substance of one attribute being indistinguish-
able from it.

Substance Monism

Given this analysis, it is fairly easy to reconstruct the
basic argument for substance monism from propositions 11
through 14. In 1P11 Spinoza argues that God exists as he is
defined in 1D6. This is essential to the argument for sub-
stance monism because it demonstrates that a God who has
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every possible attribute exists. Consequently, if there is no
sign to distinguish the supposed ‘diversity of substances’ from
God’s attributes, then there are in fact no substances besides
God. This conclusion follows because it has not been proven
that there are substances of one attribute, but it has now been
proven that God exists and is absolutely infinite.

It would bring us too far afield to consider 1P12 and
1P13 extensively. 1P12 attempts to demonstrate that no sub-
stance, even one of only one attribute, is divisible. 1P13 at-
tempts to demonstrate that absolutely infinite substances are
indivisible. In both propositions 1P5 is referred to. In 1P12
Spinoza appeals to it to argue that if a substance is divided
into many substances, then each one would have to consist of
a different attribute (1P12). In 1P13 Spinoza refers to 1P5 to
argue that it is absurd to suppose that an infinite substance
could be divided into many infinite substances, for they would
all have the same attributes and would be indistinguishable.
From 1P12 and 1P13 Spinoza concludes that substance is
indivisible. Furthermore, “we cannot have different sub-
stances of different attributes produced from one substance,
and we cannot have different substances of the same
attribute...produced from one substance”(Hart, 38). Spinoza
concludes that no part of an absolutely infinite substance can
itself be a substance (1P138).

1P14 goes as follows: “since God is an absolutely in-
finite being, of whom no attribute which expresses an es-
sence of substance can be denied (by 1D6), and he necessar-
ily exists (by 1P11), if there were any substance except God,
it would have to be explained through some attribute of God,
and so two substances of the same attribute would exist, which
(by 1P5) is absurd”’(1P14). The part of the passage up to the
reference to P11 argues that any attribute which expresses
an essence of substance pertains to God. Because any sub-
stance besides God would be of one attribute, its complete
essence would be expressed by that one attribute. Since any-
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thing that expresses essence pertains to God (1D6), and sub-
stances are identical to their attributes, every substance of
one attribute would pertain to God. Furthermore, if there
were a substance besides God it could not be a part of God
and could not be one of God's attributes (1P12, 1P13),

Substances of one attribute (if there were such things)
could not be constitutive of God, but they would have to per-
tain to God. As far as I can see, substances of one attribute
would have to be in God in the same manner as the modes
(Bennett, 1996, 67). This conclusion might seem odd, for
the natural conclusion would be that substances of one at-
tribute were different than God. Many of Spinoza’s contem-
poraries would argue that substances of one attribute are dif-
ferent sorts of things (are made of a different kind of ‘stuff”)
than God, even if they are dependent on Him. Such a claim,
however, is directly contrary to Spinoza’s belief that each of
God’s attributes is infinite in its own kind (1P15, heavily
implied in 1P11). This is to say that God’s attribute of, e.g.,
extension is all possible extension. If there were another ex-
tended thing that was distinct from God’s extension, then
God's extension could not be infinite. If substances of one
attribute were to be anything at all, they could only be, in
some sense, made of the same ‘stuff” as God'’s attributes.

On this interpretation, the force of my reconstructed
version of 1P5 in 1P14 is obvious. Whatever else a substance
of one attribute may be, it is also ‘co-extensive’ with some
part of God. Furthermore, since substances must be infinite
(1P8), substances of one attribute must be infinite within their
kinds. So, for example, res extensa and God’s attribute of
extension, which are both infinite in their kinds, would be
completely co-extensive. Every instance of res extensa would
also be an instance of God’s atiribute of extension. Conse-
quently, they would be indistinguishable. But we know that
God exists and has an attribute of extension, so it is impos-
sible for res extensa to exist,
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The difference in attributes between res extensa and
God is not sufficient to distinguish two distinct things. This
does not imply, of course, that God is indistinguishable from
a substance of one attribute, were one to exist. Rather a sub-
stance of one attribute and God cannot both exist because,
e.g., res extensa has no attribute that is different from every
attribute of God. It is impossible to distinguish res extensa
from some aspect of God. Consequently, the claim that there
could be ‘no two substances of the same attribute’ (1P5) holds
true and for the appropriate reason. There are not two or
more things that can be distinguished from one another by
having different attributes, for one of the supposed things has
no attribute that can serve to distinguish it as distinct. This
conclusion holds true for all substances of one attribute, so
there can be no more than one substance, i.e., God. This is
the conclusion of 1P14,

notes

! Except for my interpretation of 1P4, the core of my
position is influenced by Curley’s Beyond the Geometrical
Method, although our conclusions are significantly differ-
ent.

21 follow Bennett (1996, 65) and others in interpreting
Spinoza’s ‘infinite’ as something like ‘all possible.’

* In order to avoid clumsy sentences I will not always
mention that affections may also distinguish substances.
*In this paper ‘res extensa’ always refers to a substance of
one attribute rather than to an attribute of God.
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