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The problem of universals – of what can be instantiated in many things – is one of the 
oldest problems in philosophy. By virtue of what are all (say) red things red? Is there 
something – for example, some universal redness – that they all have in common? The 
range of possible responses to this question is vast, but, prominently, includes the 
following three options: (1) Platonism (there is something like a common redness prior 
to, and independent of, all red particulars); (2) non-platonic Realism (there is indeed a 
universal redness common to all red particulars, but this redness is not independent of 
particulars; rather, it is immanent to, and constitutive of, them); (3) Nominalism (or 
conceptualism): redness is a mind-dependent category under which we group similar 
particulars. 
 One of the oddities of Spinoza’s view of universals is that he endorses both 
Realism and Nominalism. That is, on the issue of the ontological status of universals, 
Spinoza’s bottom-line commitment is to anti-Platonism: whenever we are dealing with 
bona fide universality, the universal in question cannot be prior, ontologically or 
explanatorily, to the particulars.  

This fundamental anti-Platonism reflects Spinoza’s conviction that the only 
things that genuinely exist are particulars, i.e. things incapable of being instantiated in 
many things: “only the particulars have a cause, not the universals because they are 
nothing. God…is a cause of, and provider for, only particular things” (KV 1.6 | G I/43). 
On Spinoza’s view, there are no universal natures, such as redness or humanity, capable 
of existing independently both of minds and of particulars. From Spinoza’s perspective, 
the real philosophical challenge is to correctly adjudicate which cases of purported 
universality require a Realist account, which a Nominalist one, and which, finally, must 
be dismissed as not genuine instances of universality.  

 From an interpreter’s perspective, the challenge is that, to articulate Spinoza’s 
position, we have to cobble together scattered remarks, and, in places, fill in gaps with 
educated speculation. The interpretative task is further complicated by the fact that 
Spinoza’s assessment of the epistemic value of universals – the extent to which ideas of 
universals can be adequate – remains one of the most misunderstood aspects of his 
thought. But we’ll start with the ontological problem. 
 
1. Spinoza’s Realism. 
1.1. Spinoza’s ontology is a mixed bag: he is a (non-platonic) Realist about some 
universals and Nominalist about others. He is a Realist about fundamental qualitative 
kinds, or fundamental ways of having being, such as being physical (“extended”) or 
mental (“thinking”). That is, on his view there is indeed something intrinsically and 
constitutively common to (for example) all bodies, mind-independently so. 
Ontologically, all Spinozistic bodies are modifications of an extended divine substance. 
Consequently, every body is in part constituted by – consists or is composed of – 
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extension determined in a particular way (as this tree, or that rock, etc), where 
“extension” is an essential, qualitative, and determinable substantial nature. 
Derivatively, every body is also constituted in part by a capacity for “motion and rest”: 
“all bodies agree…in that they can move now more slowly, now more quickly, and that 
now they move, now they are at rest” (E2Ld | G II/98). An analogous Realist account can 
be given for all thinking things: all ideas (and so also all the minds and intellects that 
these ideas compose), really do have something in common, intrinsically, constitutively, 
and mind-independently: namely, thought as a determinable, qualitative, essential 
substantial nature. 
 In short, on Spinoza’s view, certain properties are common to all things of a 
certain kind (all modifications of one substantial “attribute”). These properties are 
universals in a Realist sense, insofar as they are intrinsically and mind-independently 
instantiated by many things – by all particulars under each attribute. Such properties 
(extension, thought, motion-or-rest, etc) are not just “common to all things” but 
“equally in the part and in the whole” (E2p37): wholly and without distinction present in 
each particular. Extension is extension is extension, whether it constitutes a tree or a 
mosquito. The same concrete divine nature, differently determined, constitutes both. 
Such common properties most deserve the traditional label “universal” in Spinoza’s eyes, 
which the scholastics had misidentified with genera:  
 

although these fixed and eternal things are singular, nevertheless, because of 
their presence everywhere, and most extensive power, they will be to us like 
universals, or genera of the definitions of singular, changeable things (TIE §101) 

  
A complete list of common properties would include all ubiquitous or pervasive 

effects of substantial essence under a given attribute. Causal power is one plausible 
candidate for that list, since the cause of any thing existing and having effects is 
ultimately the same, more-or-less mediated, divine power. But there are many other 
general concepts in Spinoza’s ontology (for example, attribute, mode, essence) whose 
objects don’t seem to be common properties. Consider for instance the concept of an 
“attribute”. It is true that every Spinozistic thing exists and is knowable under some 
attribute. But this is not in the Realist sense that something like “attributeness” 
constitutes every thing. (Rather, either extension or thought – a specific substantial 
nature – does). So to account for the apparent universality of attributes, a non-Realist 
account is needed. 
 
1.2. Ideas of common properties, i.e. “common notions” (E2p38c), have the following 
curious epistemic property. According to Spinoza, it’s impossible for them to be 
inadequate. To see why, consider what it takes to form an idea of, say, any body simply 
qua extended. According to Spinoza, my ideas of external bodies are “confused” if they 
present such bodies without distinguishing them from my own body (E2p28). (This 
happens, for example, when the idea I take to be of the sun in fact represents how the 
sun affects my sense organs.) But common properties are “equally in the part and in the 
whole”: wholly and without distinction in each thing. So for the adequacy of my idea of 
a body as extended it doesn’t matter if I’m representing extension as it is in the sun, or 
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as it is in my body, or as it is in an amalgam of the two. Extension is extension is 
extension.  

Because common notions are insulated against error in this way, and because no 
idea inferable from an adequate idea can itself be inadequate (E2p40), these notions can 
form the “foundation of our reasoning” (E2p40s1 | G I/120/16). They are our chance at 
escaping the confusions of mere sense experience. Moreover, the reasons that assure the 
adequacy of our ideas of what is common to all things also assure the adequacy of our 
ideas of anything common “to the human Body and certain external bodies by which the 
human Body is usually affected”, even if this property is not ubiquitous in nature but 
instead “particular” to this subset of bodies, as long as it “is equally in the part and in the 
whole” of each body in question (E2p39). Such relative or circumscribed common 
properties will also count as universals in the Realist sense insofar as they are “equally” 
in many things. Spinoza’s accounts of the human mind and of human emotions both 
seem to be accounts of such relative common properties (E3p56s | G II/186). The more 
we have in common with things around us – and in part this means, the more diverse we 
ourselves are [Sharp (2011), 98-9] – the broader the epistemic “foundation” on which we 
can rely in adequately “reasoning”. 

This doesn’t mean that we cannot put common notions, of either kind, to bad 
use: although we cannot fail to have an adequate idea of extension for example, we can 
still “join” it to others of more dubious value, producing more complex inadequate 
representations (cf. E2p47s | G II/128). 
   
2. Spinoza’s Nominalism  
2.1. Let’s return to the question with which we began: in virtue of what are all red things 
red? Or, for that matter, in virtue of what are Fido and Spot both dogs? It’s difficult to 
see how either redness or canine nature could be something that is “equally in the part 
in the whole”, even for some circumscribed subset of particulars. So, in contrast to 
fundamental kinds like thought and extension, neither redness nor caninity will deserve 
a Realist account by Spinoza’s lights: there is nothing like a universal canine nature that 
mind-independently and intrinsically constitutes the relevant tail-wagging individuals; 
mutatis mutandis for red things. 
 Instead Spinoza offers a Nominalist account of the many properties and kinds to 
which we refer by general terms (such as “red” or “dog”), but which do not meet the 
common property criterion of being “equally in the part and in the whole”. Nominalist 
universals are the products of our own mental activity, and more specifically of acts of 
abstraction and comparison. On this account, thinking about particulars in general 
terms over and above common notions is possible because we recognize that certain 
among these particulars (for example, Fido and Spot) resemble one another in certain 
respects. (That resemblance sometimes obtains may be just an empirical fact for 
Spinoza.) But to compare the properties of particulars, we must be able to consider the 
properties in question abstractly: that is, to attend selectively to one property while 
ignoring others (cf. TIE §57). (For example, we must be able to attend only to four-
leggedness, while ignoring size and color.) On the basis of perceived similarities, we can 
then construct general ideas, such as “dog”, capable of representing in one fell swoop 
many similar particulars. Universals represented by general ideas of this sort can thus be 
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understood as respects in which particular things recognizably resemble one another. 
(Being four-legged is one such respect; being red another.) In contrast, what has “no 
likeness” to other things cannot be “conceived abstractly, or [sive] universally” (TIE §76).  
 Ideas of universals formed in this way represent nothing over and above the 
compared particulars, and refer distributively only to those particulars: “From the fact 
that we compare things with one another certain notions arise which nevertheless are 
nothing outside the things themselves but modes of thinking” (CM 1.5 | G 1/245). Ideas 
of such universals do not represent something real in things themselves, but mind-
dependent “beings of reason” and “imagination”. So although the surface grammar of 
“Fido is a dog” and “Fido is an extended thing” is the same, the ontological grounding of 
these two propositions is very different. 
 Spinoza’s most detailed case study of a mind-dependent universal whose idea is 
constructed through abstraction and comparison can be found in his account of the will. 
Spinoza is well known for denying the existence of a free will, but he also rejects the idea 
of a “faculty” of will over and above particular affirmations intrinsic to individual ideas 
(E2p49d). And just as he offers a genealogical account of our mistaken belief that we are 
free (undetermined) in our actions (E1app | G II/78), he also offers a genealogical 
account of our belief in the existence of a general faculty of will, present in each thinker, 
and operative in each mental act. In his view, such will can only be a mind-dependent 
universal, signifying affirmation in general, and formed by abstracting from the diverse 
contents affirmed by each idea, and essential to them as distinct particulars: 
 

will is something universal, which is predicated of all ideas, and which signifies 
only what is common to all ideas, viz. the affirmation, whose adequate essence, 
therefore, insofar as it is thus conceived abstractly, must be in each idea, and in 
this way only must be the same in all, but not insofar as it is considered to 
constitute the idea’s essence; for in that regard the singular affirmations differ 
(E2p49s[IIIB(iii)] | G II/135) 

 
 Part of the explanation for Spinoza’s relative reticence about mind-dependent 

universals may be the fact that, by and large, his position is simply not that original. Both 
the idea of grounding of general ideas in perceived similarity and the distributive 
understanding of their referents are found in his two most influential predecessors, 
Descartes and Hobbes. (Descartes holds, for instance, that “universals arise solely from 
the fact that we use one and the same idea for thinking of all individual things which are 
similar to each other” (Principles of Philosophy I.59), and Hobbes that “one universal 
name is imposed on many things, for their similitude in some quality, or other accident" 
(Leviathan 4.7); “a common name, being the name of many things severally taken, but 
not collectively of all together (as man is not the name of all mankind, but of every one, 
as of Peter, John, and the rest severally) is therefore called an universal name” (De 
corpore 2.9).) 

But why, we may wonder, do we construct universal ideas at all, on Spinoza’s 
account? The answer seems to lie in our finitude, in two senses. First, as finite knowers, 
we simply cannot distinctly represent all the infinite variety of particulars that the world 
contains. Their similarities offer us a way of thinking them that does not require us to 
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first grasp each thing distinctly. We can instead “reduce” them “to certain classes” (CM 
1.1 | G I/234). There is, in short, a usefulness to general ideas: they allow us to “retain or 
imagine things themselves more easily” (CM 1.5 | G 1/245). General ideas also allow us 
to do more things in thought: once we have grouped particulars into classes, we can 
make further, this time normative, comparisons, for example by judging particulars to 
be more or less “perfect” instances of their kinds (E4Pref | G II/207–8). And the 
possibility of making such normative judgements is arguably crucial for the possibility 
of  our ethical progress towards greater perfection. 

There is a second way in which our finitude plays a role in explaining our 
tendency to think in general terms, beyond what is warranted by the existence of 
common properties. Spinoza thinks that our bodily finitude inevitably leads to the 
formation of general ideas. Encounters with other bodies leave impressions, or “images”, 
on our own bodies; given the finitude of the latter, these images get overlaid and 
confused. Ideas formed by thinking the resulting composite images – ideas we can then 
“predicat[e]” “of infinitely many singulars” – represent “distinctly” only what the bodies 
we have come across “all agree in, insofar as they affect the body” (E2p40s1 | G II/120–1). 

This account suggests that we simply can’t avoid thinking in general terms: our 
bodily finitude consigns our ideas to generality. But it also makes clear that general ideas 
formed in this way, through sense experience alone, are highly inadequate: they are 
arbitrary (since they depend on what bodies I happen to encounter, and on the condition 
of my own body at the time); they area also merely relative (since they reflect not what 
an external body is essentially, but only how it affects me); they represent only 
similarities discoverable by the senses (and, among those, only the kinds of sensible 
similarities that become apparent relative to what my own body is like); finally, they are 
formed passively, according to the “common order” of external causes in nature, and not 
under the guidance and discipline of the intellect. In particular, the “abstraction” that is 
part of the formation of ideas of mind-dependent universals for Spinoza is here not 
something I do actively, but rather something that happens to me: I notice only some of 
the properties of the things impinging on me, in proportion to their frequency, in 
reflection of my own bodily state. (I might, for example, conclude that redness is an 
essential feature of all apples.) 

This account makes it difficult to see how Spinoza could nonetheless hold that, 
outside the sphere of common notions, general ideas are epistemically useful, and even 
help us genuinely “understand things distinctly” (KV 1.10 | G I/49). 
 
3. Good and bad universals 
3.1. In large part because of passages like E2p40s1, just cited, there is an overwhelming 
consensus among commentators that Spinoza is no friend of general ideas or universals. 
Some argue that for Spinoza all the general ideas we get through abstraction are 
necessarily inadequate (e.g. Newlands (2015), 257; Peterman (2014), 216). Some go even 
further, concluding that, for Spinoza, all general ideas are confused (e.g. Curley (1973), 
357; Savan (1958)). On such interpretations, confusion is an ineliminable downside of all 
conceptual generality, such that, as far as Spinoza’s concerned, no adequate 
philosophical account should rely on general ideas. 
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 Both of these ways of reading of Spinoza seem to me to be misreadings. On his 
view, there is nothing about universals (even abstract universals) as such that 
disqualifies them from being part of an adequate philosophical account. Indeed, I think 
that Spinoza’s own epistemology and philosophical method in the Ethics both depend 
on the possibility of fully rational, and indeed true, abstract general notions. But let me 
first explain where the opposing view gets its steam. 

Spinoza certainly holds that generality brings with it a danger of confusion. He 
worries about two kinds of confusion in particular. First, once we start thinking in 
general terms, we can overlook the differences among particulars: “since there are many 
things in nature whose difference is so slight that it almost escapes the intellect, it can 
easily happen, if they are conceived abstractly, that they are confused” (TIE §76 | G 
II/29/7–11). Second, we can mistake what is mind-dependent for what is real: ideas of 
beings of reason “arise from the ideas of real beings so immediately that they are quite 
easily confused with them by those who do not pay very close attention” (CM 1.11 | G 
I/234). Hence, “so long as we are dealing with Investigation of things, we must never 
infer anything from abstractions, and…mix up [things] that are only in the intellect with 
those that are in things” (TIE §93). (Here too, compare Descartes: “the only thing which 
causes difficulty in this area is the fact that we do not sufficiently distinguish between 
things existing outside our thought and the ideas of things, which are in our thought” 
(AT IV 350).) 

Spinoza also often implies that ideas of universals and abstractions have a lower 
epistemic value than thought that deals with particulars alone. For example, he insists 
that the “best conclusion will have to be drawn from some particular affirmative essence” 
(TIE §93); the highest kind of knowledge available to a human mind, scientia intuitiva, 
proceeds from one unique essence to another without mediation by ideas of any shared 
“properties” (E2p40s2). Likewise, God as a knower has no need for generalities (KV 1.6 | 
G I/43). Spinoza also explicitly devalues ideas of genera and species as nothing more 
than mnemonic devices (CM 1.1 | G I/234) and goes so far as to declare that 
“transcendental…terms like Being, Thing and something” reflect merely what we are 
“accustomed” to “call” things (E4pref | G II/207), and “signify ideas confused in the 
highest degree” (E2p40s1 | G II/120–1). 
 
3.2. Given such declarations, one can certainly understand the draw of readings on which 
Spinoza simply wants nothing to do with universals, nor with the general ideas that 
represent them. Yet such readings simply cannot be correct, for several reasons. 
 First, and most obviously, Spinoza clearly cannot reject all ideas of universals as 
inadequate. This is because, as we saw above, he is committed to the necessary adequacy 
of common notions, and of all ideas that can be inferred from them. So if we were to 
endorse the conclusion that Spinoza condemns all ideas of universals, as Curley and 
Savan propose, then we would have to see Spinoza’s epistemological commitments as 
inconsistent. But, far from being inadequate, common notions represent, as we have 
seen, the “foundations” of our reasoning for Spinoza. 
 Should we then conclude, with Peterman and Newlands, that although Spinoza 
doesn’t renounce all general ideas, he does view all general ideas formed through 
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abstraction as inadequate? Even this weaker conclusion is not supported by Spinoza’s 
text. We need to be more precise about the exact objects of his criticisms.  
 It is certainly true that Spinoza often warns about the potential pitfalls of 
thinking with universals: both about the possibility of confusing particulars considered 
only generally with one another, and of confusing the real and the ideal. But such 
warnings don’t amount  to a simple rejection of conceptual generality tout court. Instead, 
they simply urge us to handle it with care.  

Spinoza does also say that general notions such as “being” reflect merely what 
we “call” things, but this only underscores the mind-dependent nature of what such ideas 
represent. It’s indeed the case that, in Spinoza’s view, only particulars have mind-
independent reality. But we cannot confuse mind-dependence with illusion or error. 
Many moderns (not least Leibniz, Berkeley, and Kant) took great care to distinguish the 
two. So we cannot infer simply from the ideality of a universal to its necessary 
inadequacy. The mind-dependence of a given universal doesn’t yet render the general 
idea representing that universal inadequate.  

Likewise, knowledge through particular essences might be the “best” and highest 
kind of knowledge available to us, it may be less prone to errors, and worthy of God 
himself; but, again, this does not show that knowledge that builds on general ideas of 
properties of things does not merely fall short of the epistemic ideal, but is wholly 
inadequate.  

Finally, ideas of genera and species may be no more than handy mnemonic 
devices, but this scholastic and Porphyrian version of conceptual generality (where this 
generality is structured by genera-species relations) is not the only possible version – 
just as Spinoza’s rejection of the scholastic practice of definition through genera and 
species doesn’t mean that he rejects the practice of offering philosophical definitions. 
Spinoza’s oft-cited criticisms of “universal notions” in E2p40s1 are likewise aimed only 
at the Scholastic version of conceptual generality, not at general notions as such. The 
appearance of the Scholastic term “transcendental” in that scholium is a conspicuous 
clue as to the nature of Spinoza’s target there. That target is the Scholastic principle that 
we can acquire true knowledge of the essences of things through sense experience. For 
Spinoza this is simply never the case. Even when sense experience suffices for acquiring 
true ideas of real things, as in the case of common notions, such notions do not represent 
the essence of any real particular (since the essences of such particulars are unique to 
them) (E2p37, E2def2). Given the finitude of our bodies, what sense experience delivers 
is not the essences of things, as the Scholastic hoped, but instead, as we have seen, 
arbitrary and confused general ideas of kinds. But it is only such sense-based universal 
notions, not ideas of universals generally, that are the object of Spinoza’s opprobrium in 
E2p40s1. So also this scholium doesn’t show that Spinoza rejects all universal notions.  

My interpretation of such passages hinges on the assumption that Spinoza’s 
framework has room for non-sense-based general notions. Time to flesh out this 
suggestion. 

 
3.3. Here is a better way to understand Spinoza’s position on the epistemic value of mind-
dependent universals. Simply put, according to Spinoza there are better and worse ways 
to form general ideas; better and worse ways to understand the ontological status of the 
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universals represented by them; and, finally, better and worse ways to relate universals 
to particulars. For Spinoza the true epistemic danger lies not in universals per se, nor 
even in abstract universals, but rather in poorly formed ideas of universals, and in a poor 
understanding of the nature of universals.  

Consider once again the idea of a will in general. On Spinoza’s account, the 
rational permissibility of our talk of such a will depends on what we are taking ourselves 
to be doing. To be correctly understood, the idea of such a will must be traced back to 
how we think about the similarities of particular ideas, and the fact that our recognition 
of such similarities leads us to ascribe to the ideas in question a shared abstract nature 
(affirmation in general). Will so understood refers to nothing over and above particular 
ideas. In contrast, we will be trafficking in pure “fictions” if instead we take our idea of 
will to refer to a mind-independent universal faculty intrinsically at work in each mental 
act: 
 

these and similar faculties are either complete fictions or nothing but 
Metaphysical beings, or universals, which we are used to forming from 
particulars. So intellect and will are to this or that idea, or to this or that volition 
as ‘stone-ness’ is to this or that stone, or man to Peter or Paul...[T]hese faculties 
are universal notions which are not distinguished from the singulars from which 
we form them (E2p48s | G II/129–30). 
 

Similarly, when it comes to abstract general notions such as “opposition”, “order”, 
“agreement”, “difference”, and “subject”, which, like the idea of a faculty of will, “arise” 
“[f ]rom the fact that we compare things with one another”, “[w]e perceive them clearly 
enough I say insofar as we conceive them not as something different from the essences 
of the things opposed, ordered, etc” (CM 1.5; G 1/245). 

Most importantly perhaps, the epistemic value of the general ideas is what 
distinguishes Spinoza’s “first” and “second” kinds of knowledge: the fallible 
“imagination” from necessarily adequate “reason”. Spinoza explicitly introduces both of 
these kinds of knowledge as ways of thinking about “many” things and of “form[ing] 
universal notions”: 

 
it is clear that we perceive many things and form universal notions: I. from 
singular things which have been represented to us through the senses… II. from 
signs… These two ways of regarding things I shall henceforth call knowledge of 
the first kind, opinion or imagination. III. Finally, from the fact [Denique ex eo] 
that we have common notions and adequate ideas of the properties of 
things…This I shall call reason and the second kind of knowledge (E2p40s2 | G 
II/122; emphases added) 

 
In contrast to scientia intuitiva, both reason and imagination are instances of 

general knowledge, rather than knowledge of particulars qua particulars. The universal 
notions that belong to imagination are the empirically-formed ideas capable of 
representing distinctly only the relative properties of arbitrary collections of things that 
Spinoza denounces in the immediately preceding scholium.  In contrast, to exercise 
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reason is to “form universal notions” on the basis of necessarily adequate common 
notions and of “adequate ideas of the properties of things”. Imaginative general ideas 
represent “beings of the imagination”; rational general ideas, “beings of reason”. (Thus, 
for example, “all the notions by which ordinary people are accustomed to explain nature 
are only modes of imagining, and do not indicate the nature of anything”; this is a reason 
to “call them beings not of reason, but of imagination” [E1app | G II/83].)   

Spinoza’s account of kinds of knowledge in E2p40s2 shows that, for him, 
reasoning is not merely grounded in adequate ideas of universals (insofar as it is 
grounded in common notions); reasoning also consists in actively “forming” further 
“universal notions”. And since ideas of reason, unlike those of the imagination, are 
“necessarily true” (E2p41), Spinoza’s own account of the nature of reason as a matter of 
“form[ing] universal notions” in E2p40s2 makes it clear that his epistemology does allow 
for true general ideas, that is, for true ideas of universals, beyond the range of common 
notions. Such further rational “universal notions” are not merely well-founded (insofar 
as they are grounded in adequate ideas) but, as part of reasoning, they are also 
necessarily true. 

Presumably one way to “form” these further rational and true universal notions 
is precisely through abstraction, that is, by attending selectively to certain properties, 
comparing them, discerning similarities, and, on that basis, constructing general ideas 
that will represent mind-dependent universals. Spinoza gives several explicit examples 
of ideas that are both true and abstract. For instance, the “abstract” idea of a candle 
burning in a vacuum involves “no fiction, but true and sheer assertions” (TIE §57). Even 
our knowledge of good and evil in the Ethics is a true abstraction (the “true knowledge 
we have of good and evil” is “abstract, or universal” [E4p62s | G II/257/28]). Likewise, 
the “adequate ideas of properties” that, alongside common notions, form the basis of 
reasoning may certainly include adequate ideas of particular properties (for example, an 
adequate idea of the redness of this apple). But they may very well also include adequate 
abstract ideas of universals (such as the adequate idea of redness in general). 

Sense experience on its own produces inadequate abstractions; such ideas are 
indeed merely something we are “accustomed” to think (E4pref), and can be “confused 
in the highest degree” (E2p40s1). But this is not the only way to think abstractly 
according to Spinoza.  

In what sense can abstract ideas be true if Spinoza takes truth to be an idea’s 
“agreement” with its “object” (E1a6)? A common notion, although general in nature, can 
be true in the requisite sense because in each case it corresponds to the relevant property 
of a particular. For example, my idea of extension “agrees” with extension as it is in my 
eye and as it is in the sun and in every other body. In the case of  abstract general notions, 
agreement with the object has to be understood somewhat differently presumably: an 
abstract notion might instead “agree” to a high degree, though not perfectly, with the 
relevant real particulars considered distributively. (Compare Spinoza’s talk of different 
degrees of agreement among human beings in E4p35.) 
 
3.4. If the above account is correct, for Spinoza, general ideas of universals can have very 
high epistemic value after all. They can be not only useful but well-founded, distinct, 
rational, and true. And if we grant that Spinoza’s epistemology has room for rational 
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universal notions, his doctrine of common notions no longer appears as an ad hoc 
concession in the course of giving up on universal notions. Rather, common notions can 
now be seen as only one element within a more comprehensive rehabilitation of general 
ideas. 

I will end by suggesting that the notion of a constructed but rational general 
idea, a true idea of mind-dependent universal, also allows us to make better sense of 
Spinoza’s own definitions in the Ethics.  

According to Spinoza, good definitions capture the essences of things (E1p8s2 | 
G II/50). Spinoza also appears to regard his own definitions as “real” (and not merely 
“nominal”) and as true (Ep.9 | G I/42–3). From the perspective of these two 
commitments, some of the definitions in the Ethics present no interpretative difficulty. 
(For example, the definition of God is very plausibly read as intended as a true statement 
of the essence of some real particular.) But with certain other of Spinoza’s definitions, 
it’s not always clear what the relevant essence is supposed to be. Consider for example 
the definitions of “attribute”, “adequate idea”, “adequate cause”, and “affect”. In each case, 
the definition is presumably true, in Spinoza’s eyes at least; but the definiendum isn’t a 
unique essence of some real particular. What is it then? It cannot be a common property 
since, as we already know, these cannot constitute the essence of anything.  

I want to suggest that the formulation of at least some of these definitions 
requires abstraction, and that their definienda – the essences being defined – should be 
viewed as mind-dependent universals. That is, I think that many of Spinoza’s definitions 
belong to the further “universal notions” formed in reasoning. Take for example the 
definition of “attribute”. How do we form a true idea of the essence of an attribute 
simpliciter, not the essence of thought or of extension? Presumably, we start from the 
common notions of extension and thought, and then abstract from them whatever is 
specific to thought and to extension, attending only to the ways in which they resemble 
one another, in order to articulate, in a definition, what we take them to have in common. 
(According to Spinoza, this is the fact that they are both “perceived” by an “intellect” to 
“constitute” substantial essence (E1def4).) In this way we arrive at a true “universal 
notion” of the essence of an attribute, understood as a rational representation of a mind-
dependent, abstract universal, a representation that refers distributively to thought and 
extension as concrete substantial natures, and is true insofar as it “agrees” to a high 
degree with these natures. Or, to put it in terms of E2p40s2: the idea of an “attribute” is 
a true “universal notion” “formed” on the basis of the “common notions” (“extension”, 
“thought”) and of “adequate ideas” of constructed general “properties” (“constitution”, 
“intellectual perception”).  
 
(Thanks to Justin Steinberg for comments on an earlier draft.) 
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