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Descartes was a dualist and Spinoza a monist. If this marks
a contrast between them, there ought to be a question to
which Descartes’s answer was ‘two’ and Spinoza’s ‘one’.

(a) How many substances are there?
Spinoza: ‘One.’
Descartes: ‘Strictly speaking, one; but if we relax the
criteria for substantiality a little, millions.’

On no interpretation of the question did Descartes answer,
‘Two.’

(b) How many basic kinds of substance are there?
Descartes: ‘Two.’
Spinoza: ‘Two; though there is only one substance,
and it is of both kinds.’

Descartes is usually called a dualist because he took thought
and extension to be the two basic, logically independent ways
of being; but in this sense Spinoza was a dualist, too. If we
take seriously his talk of ‘infinite’ attributes, we may call him
a pluralist on this point, but certainly not a monist.

(c) Of how many substances does an embodied person
consist?
Descartes (ignoring his views about the divisibility of
matter): ‘Two: an embodied person is made up of a
body and a mind, which are distinct substances.’
Spinoza: ‘None: an embodied person is a mode (under
two attributes) of the one and only substance, and is

not made up of any number of substances.’
Those are the questions which come most readily to mind,

and none yields a dualist/monist contrast between Descartes
and Spinoza. But:

(d) Given that A and B are basic, logically independent
attributes, what is the smallest number of substances
needed to instantiate both A and B?
Descartes: Two.
Spinoza: One.

I suspect that those who ‘contrast’ Descartes and Spinoza
as dualist and monist usually have in mind not the genuine
contrast brought out by (d) but rather the fact that Descartes
answered ‘Two’ to (b) while Spinoza answered ‘One’ to (a).
Still, (d) is important in the thinking of both philosophers
and in the philosophy of mind generally. Strawson’s chapter,
‘Persons’, for example, is interesting partly for its Spinozist
answer to (d): Strawson does not reduce mental predicates to
physical or vice versa, but says that predicates of both kinds
may apply to a single thing, namely a person. Or again, the
fashionable theory that mental states may be contingently
identical with brain processes is a half-Spinozist fumble with
(d); but that is a complex matter which I cannot go into here.

* * *
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Descartes’s explicit remarks on question (d) are unsatis-
factory:

A thing that thinks, [Hobbes] says, may be something
corporeal; and the opposite of this has been assumed;
not proved. But really I did not assume the opposite,
neither did I use it as a basis for my argument; I left
it wholly undetermined until Meditation 6, in which
the proof is given. [From Descartes’s replies to Hobbes’s

objections to the Meditations, at pp. 43–44 in the version at

www.earlymoderntexts.com.]
But the ‘proof’ in Meditation 6, its other defects apart, rests
on a premise about the indivisibility of Descartes’s mind,
and so does not give a general answer to question (d).

That Spinoza’s answer to (d) is indeed ‘One’ is obvious
from the general structure of his metaphysics; but I know
of only one place where he says something explicitly on this
point.

It is thus evident that, though two attributes are
conceived as distinct—that is, one without the help of
the other—yet we cannot conclude from this that they

characterize [apply to, are instantiated by] two entities
or two different substances. . . It is. . . far from an ab-
surdity to ascribe several attributes to one substance.
(Ethics 1p10 note)

This passage has suffered a curious fate at the hands of
the English translators. The word I have translated by
‘characterize’ (and so forth) is constituere. This has been
rendered as ‘constitute’ by Elwes, White, and Willis, and
as ‘form’ by Boyle. But why should Spinoza bother to deny
that two distinct attributes must form or constitute two
distinct substances? Clearly, the point he wishes to make
is that two distinct attributes need not apply to, mark off,
characterize, two distinct substances. The word constituere,
as the translators might have learned from a good dictionary,
can bear that meaning, and in this context it must do so.

It is sad that Spinoza’s most explicit remark on a point
which is important in itself, and which provides the only
basis for a genuine monist/dualist contrast between him
and Descartes, should have been relevantly mistranslated in
every English version of the Ethics.
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