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SPINOZA ON EXPRESSION AND GROUNDS OF
INTELLIGIBILITY

By Karolina Hübner1 and Róbert Mátyási2

Recent literature on Spinoza has emphasized his commitment to universal intelligibility, understood
as the claim that there are no brute facts. We draw attention to an important but overlooked element
of Spinoza’s commitment to intelligibility, and thereby question its most prominent interpretation, on
which this commitment results in the priority of conceptual relations. We argue that such readings are
both incomplete in their account of Spinozistic intelligibility and mistaken in their identification of the
most fundamental relation. We argue that Spinoza is one of the first moderns to address the problem of
conditions of intelligibility, and show that, in his metaphysics, expressive relations are best understood
as relations of dependence for intelligibility: what a thing ‘expresses’ is its condition of intelligibility,
that which determines how, through what concepts, it can be conceived.
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I. INTRODUCTION

I.1.

Recent literature on Spinoza has emphasized his commitment to universal
intelligibility, often described as a commitment to a version of the Principle
of Sufficient Reason (PSR).1 According to this principle, there are no brute
facts—or, in Spinoza’s words, there is nothing for which a ‘reason’ cannot be
given, and nothing that cannot be ‘conceived’ (Ethics 1p11altd1, 1ax2).2 Our aim

1 Della Rocca (2003, 2008), Renz (2018). For criticism, see e.g. Laerke (2011), Newlands
(2018). Following Spinoza’s usage we’ll use the following terms interchangeably: conceiving,
understanding, making intelligible, explaining, cognizing (cf. Della Rocca 1996: 8).

We are grateful for feedback on earlier versions of this paper to Justin Steinberg, Damian
Melamedoff, Nick Stang, and audiences at Yale, University of Toronto, and at the meetings of
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences and the Canadian Philosophical Association.

2 In citing from Ethics, we use Curley’s translation (1985, 2016), and cite part number, followed
by these abbreviations: altd = alternative demonstration, app = appendix, ax = axiom, c =
corollary, def = definition, dem = demonstration, p = proposition, pref = preface, s = scholium.
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in this paper is twofold: first, to draw attention to a vital but overlooked element
of Spinoza’s commitment to intelligibility, and second, thereby to question a
prominent interpretation of that commitment, most familiar perhaps from
the work of Michael Della Rocca.3 Della Rocca understands Spinoza’s com-
mitment to intelligibility to entail the priority of conceptual relations over all
other types of relations (causal relations, inherence relations, etc.). We argue
that such priority-of-conception readings are both incomplete in their account
of Spinoza’s commitment to intelligibility and mistaken in their identification of
the most fundamental Spinozistic relation.

More precisely, what has been overlooked is that Spinoza is one of the first
‘modern’ philosophers to tackle the problem of the conditions of intelligibility,
that is, conditions of the possibility4 of understanding something. It should
be fairly uncontroversial that, once we grant that Spinoza is committed to
universal intelligibility, it follows that—on pain of inconsistently treating this
intelligibility itself as a brute fact—he must be able to answer the following
question: What explains the fact that universal intelligibility obtains?5 In what
follows, we argue that Spinoza offers an ontological answer to this question.
That is, we argue that he understands the question as asking: What must
being (that is, fundamentally, ‘substance’) be like for thinking of being to be
possible?6 Further, we argue that Spinoza’s answer to this question is found
in his relatively neglected notion of ‘expression’,7 and, more precisely, in his
conception of substance as expressive in nature. That is, we propose that
for Spinoza, it is expressive relations that fundamentally ground universal
intelligibility, insofar as these relations enable and constrain the activity of
conceiving, i.e., of formation and application of concepts. So we understand
Spinozistic expression as a relation of dependence for intelligibility, such that
something ‘expresses’ its own condition of intelligibility, i.e., that which determines how—
through what concepts—it can be conceived.8 More specifically, we propose that the

We abbreviate letters as Ep; Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-being as KV; Treatise on the
Emendation of the Intellect as TIE; Metaphysical Thoughts as CM. When useful, we also provide the
original Latin pagination from the Gebhardt edition, by volume and page number (Spinoza
1925)

3 E.g. Della Rocca (2003, 2008) and Newlands (2018). Newlands’s position is more complex
since he distinguishes conceptual from mental relations.

4 Given Spinoza’s necessitarianism, our talk of ‘possibility’ isn’t meant to suggest mere or
unactualized possibility; nor do we mean merely epistemic possibility (due to ignorance of actual
causal conditions). We take Spinoza to acknowledge the legitimacy of such talk (e.g. 1p8s2; II/50).

5 Cf. Della Rocca (2008: 8).
6 One might object to terms such as ‘being’ in light of Spinoza’s criticisms of universals, but

we follow here Spinoza’s own use of ‘esse’ (e.g. in 1p9). See also Hübner (2015) for a defense of
rational general ideas in Spinoza’s epistemology.

7 Though see Gartenberg (2017), Lin (2004, 2006, 2019: 149), Kaufman (1940: 84–5), Deleuze
(1968), Bennett (1984: 147), Della Rocca (1996: 128; 2002: 20–1), Garrett (2009: 288), and Jarrett
(1982: 169). We return to these below.

8 In asserting the priority of Spinozistic expression over conception, we agree with Deleuze
(1968: 18, 61–2). However, we understand this priority differently. Deleuze approaches it through
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relation of dependence for intelligibility that Spinoza calls ‘expression’ can
be modelled on the relation of property inheritance, familiar from contemporary
discussions of material constitution. In the paradigmatic case, that of a statue
constituted by a lump of clay, the statue inherits its mass from the lump of clay.
We suggest that Spinozistic expression operates analogously: a thing inherits
a property from what it expresses such that what is expressed can function as
a condition of intelligibility for that thing.

If our account is correct, it is insufficient to characterize Spinoza’s commit-
ment to universal intelligibility as a commitment to the existence of ‘causes or
reasons’ for existents and non-existents (1p11atld), or to the ‘conceiv[ability]’ of
all things (1ax2), or again to the existence of ideas of all that is (2p3, 2p7c, 2p8).
Seen from a broader historical perspective, our reading places Spinoza within
an epistemological tradition that includes scholastic Aristotelianism as well as
the phenomenological tradition as represented e.g. by the early Heidegger. For
both Aristotelians and Heidegger, beings themselves are such that, in a non-
trivial sense, they make thinking about them possible. Aristotelians can be said
to accept this principle insofar as they hold that things themselves embody the
forms through which the intellect can think them. So one way to understand
the thesis of this paper is that Spinoza’s terminology of ‘expression’ is intended
to do the epistemic work of Aristotelian forms—the work of ensuring that
things themselves are such as to enable thinking of them.9 Spinozistic being
(that is, substance and its modifications or ‘modes’) is universally conceiv-
able ultimately because of substance’s essentially expressive nature: thinking of
things is possible because they express or, in some sense, manifest themselves
to the thinker. As Spinoza puts it, the divine attributes that ‘express’ God’s
essence ‘show [ostendunt]’ us God (TIE[76] note Z).10

I.2.

To sum up, on our reading, Spinoza’s commitment to universal intelligibil-
ity bottoms out in the ontological claim that the nature of being (that is,
fundamentally, of substance) is expressive. Thus, pace conception-first readings
like Della Rocca’s, expressive relations must be viewed as more fundamental,
ontologically and explanatorily, than conceptual relations. Our account thus

a Stoic-inspired theory of sense and reference. Kaufman stresses the roots of Spinoza’s position
in the religious traditions of revelation and divine names (1940: 84, 86, 90). This is consistent
with our reading, but not an interpretative line we’ll pursue. For both Deleuze and Kaufman
expression is a key to understanding the whole of Spinoza’s philosophy; our aim is more modest:
to give a more precise account of expression’s importance for Spinoza’s commitment to universal
intelligibility.

9 Although Spinoza describes Aristotelian commitments as ‘occult’ (Ep56), his profound debt
to Aristotelianism has been persuasively demonstrated (e.g. Carriero 1995).

10 In treating expression as suggesting that things themselves manifest or reveal themselves,
we agree with Deleuze (1968), Kaufmann (1940: 86–7), and Lin (2004: 29f).
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aims to be a more complete and accurate explanation of Spinoza’s commit-
ment to universal intelligibility, and of the place of conceptual relations in his
philosophical system.

In the course of providing this more complete picture of Spinoza’s commit-
ment to universal intelligibility, we also propose a new reading of his notion of
‘expression’ and make a case for its significance for the metaphysics and epis-
temology of the Ethics. As we show in what follows, far from being a parochial
terminological matter, an inquiry into the nature of Spinozistic expression
illuminates long-standing puzzles concerning Spinoza’s views on identity, sub-
stance monism, substance-attribute relations, substance-mode relations, mind-
body relations, and the significance of causal relations for understanding.

That the concept of ‘expression’ is central to the metaphysical picture of
the Ethics can be inferred already from some very simple textual facts: first,
‘expression’ is introduced in the first few lines of the treatise (in the definition
of ‘God’, the only metaphysically possible substance); second, it’s used to char-
acterize fundamental metaphysical relations, linking together the three basic
building blocks of Spinoza’s ontology. Thus, every ‘attribute’ (fundamental
qualitative nature) is described as expressing substantial essence (1def6); ev-
ery ‘mode’ (essentially dependent entity) expresses an attribute (1p25c); finally,
mental and physical modes, i.e., minds and bodies, are ‘one and the same
thing, but expressed in two ways’ (2p7s).

Yet, rather surprisingly given this textual prominence, the concept still
slips under the radar of most commentators. (It hardly requires saying that
things couldn’t be more different when it comes to Leibniz’s use of the same
term.) Some of the scholarly reticence might simply reflect the prima facie
obscurity of Spinoza’s use of ‘expression’: it’s not obvious what he means by
the term. As both Deleuze (1968: 19–20) and Lin (2004: 29) complain, he never
formally defines ‘expression’. It’s not even clear that we are dealing with a single
relation: as we just saw, expression takes on an impressive variety of relata,11

and it’s not obvious what, if anything, unifies these cases. In other words,
it’s unclear that Spinoza has a unified or systematic account of metaphysical
expression.

Another problem faced by an interpreter is that it is uncertain how expres-
sion is meant to relate to other, more familiar, Spinozistic relations: conception,
causation, inherence (being ‘in’).12 Is ‘expression’ merely a synonym for one (or
more) of these, or does it require a distinct account? If priority-of-conception
readings are correct, it should be possible to show that expression is depen-
dent on, and even reducible to, conception. In what follows, we argue against
such a conclusion: that is, we argue that for Spinoza, metaphysical expression
cannot be reduced to conception (nor to causation, inherence, identity, or de-

11 Cf. Gartenberg (2017: 2).
12 Cf. Gartenberg (2017: 2).
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termination). As already noted, expressive relations must be viewed as more
fundamental, ontologically and explanatorily, than conceptual relations.13

In cases where Spinoza’s notion of ‘expression’ hasn’t been simply over-
looked, it has been given a mostly formal treatment—that is, it has been
understood in terms of its logical extension (for example, as implying or being
implied by other relations).14 For instance, Della Rocca (2002: 20–1) proposes
that to ‘express’ x is just to be a sufficient condition for conceiving of x.15 It
seems to us that even if readings that focus on specifying the extensional impli-
cations of ‘expression’ are correct, they are at best merely partial explanations
of what Spinoza understands by this term. For the suggestion that expressive
relations imply or are implied by other relations is clearly compatible with a
number of interpretations—with a number of different accounts of metaphysi-
cal dependence and explanatory priority. So in what follows, we do not dispute
the claim that to ‘express’ x is to be a sufficient condition for conceiving of
x, insofar as this is understood merely as an account of the logical extension
of ‘expression’. But we want to clarify how conception and expression stand
when it comes to metaphysical and explanatory priority and dependence.

The paper is organized as follows. In the next section, we undertake a textual
investigation into Spinoza’s use of ‘expression’, ruling out certain alternative
interpretations. In Section 3, we argue for a reading of expression in terms of
conditions of intelligibility and, in 4, in terms of property inheritance. In 5, we
provide additional textual and systemic evidence for our interpretation and
illustrate the explanatory power of our account.

II. PRELIMINARIES: DETERMINATION, IDENTITY, AND
CONCEPTION

As noted, a basic challenge confronting anyone wishing to get a handle on
Spinozistic ‘expression’ is the apparent variety of things doing the expressing, so

13 We emphasize that our topic is how Spinoza understands metaphysical expression because
he also allows for an epistemic sense of ‘expression’ (cf. Lin 2006: 342n61), where ‘expressing’ p is
synonymous with being ‘of ’, or representing, p (whether adequately or inadequately) and where
the expressors are ideas, definitions, explanations, and words (e.g. 1p8s2 [II/50]; 5p22; 2p40s1
[II/121], 3defaff6expl; see Garrett (2009: 288, 291) and Lin (2006: 339–43) for more detailed
discussion). Epistemic expressive relations are indeed reducible to conceptual relations. See also
note 33.

14 Deleuze (1968) is an obvious exception but see also Lin (2004). Lin argues that conception
implies expression because conception implies causation, which in turn implies expression (2004:
0–2). However, this formal account is only part of Lin’s reading of Spinozistic expression, which
he takes to reflect Neoplatonic conception of efficient causality.

15 This reading is developed in Gartenberg (2017). We have additional hesitations about
Gartenberg’s version of the view. For example, he concludes that 5p22 shows that the mind is
‘sufficient for conceiving of—expresses—the nature of the body’ (18). But this seems inconsistent
with Spinoza’s restriction of conceptual relations to entities of the same attribute. (For the
same reason, we’re skeptical that ‘all modes in all attributes. . . express other modes (and their
attributes)’ [20].)
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to speak, and being expressed. Since we don’t yet have a grasp on the nature
of expression itself, this is the principal datum that we have to go on in our
investigation, at least initially: the relata that Spinoza describes as entering into
expressive relations.

In this section, we propose, as a preliminary result, that this prima facie
diversity in relata can be reduced to two principal forms of metaphysical
expression.

II.1.

The following passage is a good place to start a textual investigation into
Spinozistic expression:

Particular things are nothing but affections of God’s attributes, or [sive] modes by which
God’s attributes are expressed in a certain and determinate way [certo et determinato modo

exprimuntur]. (1p25c)

What is doing the expressing here is a real particular, a ‘mode’, i.e., an
essentially dependent modification of what is fundamental. What is expressed
in turn is an ‘attribute’: an irreducible qualitative nature essential to substance,
paradigmatically ‘thought’ and ‘extension’ (corporeality or matter).

We propose to represent the relation of expression described in 1p25c as a
two-place relation of the form xEy, where x stands for what does the expressing
(call it ‘the expressor’), y for what is expressed (‘the expressed’), and E for the
relation of metaphysical expression:

(A) mode E attribute.

(A) describes the first kind of expressive relation found in the Ethics. Call it
mode-expression. It figures also, for example, in Spinoza’s official definition of a
‘body’, according to which any body (a finite, or limited, mode of extension)
‘expresses God’s essence insofar as he is considered as an extended thing’
(2def1), that is, insofar as God has the attribute of extension.16

Given (A), it may be tempting to assimilate metaphysical expression to deter-
mination, as Gartenberg (2017) does.17 For it may seem that what (A) describes is

16 Cf. 1p36d, 2p5d, 3p6d.
17 Indeed, even when Gartenberg comes closest to our own reading of expression as metaphys-

ically prior to conception (as when he writes that ‘where any determinate nature is concerned,
that nature can be conceived only insofar as it is expressed. It is first and foremost a nature’s
being expressed that guarantees the nature’s being able to be conceived in a way corresponding
to its expression’ [2017: 20]) determination remains part of his understanding of expression: what
is expressed is always more determinate than the expressor (17), where ‘determinacy’ is a matter
(seemingly equivalently) of ‘unifying’ or ‘identifying’ (5, 9, 11, 16, 19, 21, 26). Hence, ‘wholly de-
terminate’ attributes are ‘more determinate’ than modes expressing them (9, 13–7). It’s difficult
to square this interpretation with Spinoza’s explicit description of attributes as ‘indeterminate’
(Ep36; IV/184) and Spinoza’s claim that attributes express substantial essence, since this would
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just a determinate/determinable relation, understood in terms of the increased
specificity of the determinates.18 On this reading, to claim that some mode
‘expresses’ an attribute would be just to claim that this mode is a determination
of the substance’s determinable (i.e., less specific) nature (e.g. a determination
of substance qua ‘infinite’ thinking thing as this or that finite mode of thinking,
for example, a human ‘mind’). To ‘express’ something would then be just to
have the same nature in a more specific way.

Unfortunately, this proposal is ultimately unhelpful, for at least two reasons.
Spinoza indeed often says of finite modes that they express attributes in a ‘certain
and determinate way’ (as in 1p25c above). But, first, even if expression in a
‘certain and determinate way’ could be understood simply as determination,
this isn’t true of expression alone: arguably any relation between substance
and finite modes (causation, conception, inherence) could be described as
a determinable-determinate relation. So, looking to determination relations
doesn’t help us see what distinguishes expression from other relations, which is
one of the things we’re after here.19

A second reason why assimilating expression to determination is of limited
use is that, at most, it illuminates expression by finite modes, not metaphysical
expression generally.20 But Spinoza holds, as we shall now see, that there are
cases of expression that don’t involve modes at all, a fortiori finite modes. And
this kind of expression does not resemble determination at all.

II.2.

Consider next the very first mention of ‘expression’ in the Ethics:

By God I understand a being absolutely infinite, i.e., a substance consisting of infinity of
attributes, of which each one expresses an eternal and infinite essence. (1def6)

require substantial essence to be even more determinate than something already ‘wholly’ deter-
minate. Furthermore, 5p22, to which Gartenberg appeals (13), and which describes divine ideas
of bodily essences, is a clear counterexample to his proposal: any divine idea, on pain of being
false, is presumably necessarily just as determinate in its content as the thing represented. As
we show below, not every expression-relation is accompanied by a determination-relation, and
when the two coexist, the direction of determination is the opposite of what Gartenberg suggests.

18 Cf. e.g. Yablo (1992). One could object that determinate properties are usually understood
as more fundamental than determinables. But this is not held universally (see e.g. Wilson 2012).
Spinoza also seems to reject the view: his substance is both the least specific (indeterminate) and
the most fundamental entity (e.g. Ep36; IV/185/29).

19 Relatedly, analyzing expression as determination also can’t explain why expressive relations
are systematically correlated with conceptual relations specifically, as we show below.

20 For one, infinite modes, such as the totality of all modes under an attribute (Ep64), presumably
also express attributes along the lines of (A). (E.g. 1p16 discusses expression simpliciter by ‘modes’,
which we take to include both finite and infinite modes.) But infinite modes presumably aren’t
‘determinate’. The textual case for this particular conclusion isn’t ironclad, but Spinoza implicitly
contrasts, for example, the eternity of infinite modes with the ‘determinate existence or duration’
of finite modes (1p21).
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Here expression is still a two-place relation, as it was in the case examined
above, but it no longer fits schema (A): the attribute is no longer what is
expressed, but instead the expressor. What is expressed is an essence, and,
more specifically, the essence of substance.

Call this second schema of metaphysical expression, exemplified by 1def6,
attribute-expression. We propose to schematize it as follows, with ‘essencesub’ stand-
ing for ‘essence of substance’:

(B) attribute E essencesub.

We take schema (B) to apply to all the passages in the Ethics that describe the
attributes as expressing substantial essence, however that essence is understood:
as divine ‘existence’ (e.g. 1p20d), as the ‘reality or [sive] being of substance’
(1p10s), as ‘infinity and necessity of existence, or [sive] . . . eternity’ (1p23d).
We take all these designations to be, in Spinoza’s view, merely conceptually
distinct and equally veridical ways of describing substantial essence.21

The existence of this second schema of metaphysical expression undermines
attempts to assimilate expression to determination, as in Gartenberg (2017).
For in (B), the expressor (an attribute) is regarded by Spinoza as ‘infinite’ in its
kind (1def6expl) (for example, infinite qua extended or qua thinking) and ‘in-
determinate [indeterminatum]’ (Ep36; IV/184). The expressed in (B) (substantial
essence) is also infinite.22 In short, this second schema of expression seems to
involve no relations of determination at all. The schema also seems to us to
show the limitations of attempts to ground Spinozistic expression in ‘efficient’
causation, as Lin does (2004: 30–3; 2019: 149). This is because for Spinoza the
relation of substantial essence to attributes is not a causal relation.

However, to someone familiar with the Spinozistic terrain, in asserting that
an attribute ‘expresses’ substantial essence, schema (B) might suggest that we
should model metaphysical ‘expression’ on identity instead of determination.
To ‘express’ something would then be just to be identical to it. This proposal is
motivated by the fact that, as is well known, Spinoza seems to identify substance
and attribute.23 But if an attribute simply is substance, then attribute-expression
looks like a straightforward statement of identity: for an attribute to ‘express’
substantial essence would then be just another way of saying that an attribute
is this essence.

However plausible initially, this proposal immediately comes up against the
equally well-known difficulty that it’s far from obvious how to understand the

21 For Spinoza’s identification of substantial essence with ‘existence’, see 1p20; of ‘existence’
with ‘eternity’, 1p23d; ‘eternity’ with ‘necessity’, 1p10s; ‘essence’ ‘in general’ with ‘reality’, 4pref
(II/209).

22 Either infinite in a kind if one thinks that each attribute expresses a unique substantial
essence or absolutely infinite if one thinks that each attribute uniquely expresses the same
absolutely infinite essence of God.

23 1p4d, 1p19, 1p20c2, Ep9 (IV/46/24).
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substance–attribute relation in Spinoza’s metaphysics. To be sure, there are
texts that, by dint of using sive to link ‘substance’ (or God) and ‘attribute’,
suggest that these are simply interchangeable names for one thing. In fact
the situation is much more complex, for at least two reasons. In the first
place, it’s not clear how Spinoza understands identity in general. He seems
to reject what philosophers today are likely to treat as self-evident features
of identity: both the transitivity of identity (the principle that whatever is
numerically identical with a thing is also numerically identical with whatever
that thing is numerically identical with) and the indiscernibility of identicals
(the principle that numerical identity implies qualitative identity).24 The second
complicating factor is that Spinoza defines an attribute as standing in a relation
of ‘constitution’ to substantial essence, moreover, one mediated by ‘intellect’: an
‘attribute’ is essentially ‘what the intellect perceives of substance as constituting
its essence’ (1def4).25 Both of these elements of Spinoza’s definition of attribute
have been objects of much speculation, with resulting glosses of ‘attribute’
ranging from formally-distinct Scotist natures to guises.26 At the very least it’s
not obvious that constitution-by-way-of-intellectual-perception is equivalent
to identity, and if it is, what sort of identity might be intended. Minimally, to
treat ‘substance’ and ‘attribute’ merely as synonyms would be to treat Spinoza’s
references to ‘intellect’ and ‘constitution’ in the definition of attribute as idle.27

In short, given the unresolved complexities of Spinoza’s understanding both
of identity generally and of the substance-attribute relation more specifically,
to conclude that expression just is identity turns out to be much less illumi-
nating than one might have hoped. It simply short-circuits a whole series of
interpretative puzzles.

Here is another reason why collapsing expression and identity is uninfor-
mative. One of our interpretative desiderata is producing a unified account
of metaphysical expression—that is, an account that governs both attribute-
and mode-expression. This would require us construing not just attribute-
expression but also mode-expression as an identity. But, arguably, the most
plausible sense in which a Spinozistic mode could be said to be identical with
an attribute it expresses is in the sense of forming a single substance.28 This
identity could be described as ‘numerical’ if substances alone count as relevant
individuals. The problem is that this interpretation of expression would be

24 Cf. e.g. Garrett (2017), Morrison (2017).
25 Cf. Ep9 (IV/46/22-3).
26 See e.g. Deleuze (1968) and Lin (2019). On the nature of ‘constitution’ in Spinoza’s philos-

ophy, see e.g. Steinberg (2018: 12–37).
27 This doesn’t mean that we put stock in ‘subjectivist’ accounts of attributes on which it is a

matter of a mistaken, or merely as-if, perception.
28 That is, identical in the sense of an absence of a Cartesian ‘real distinction’ (AT 8a.28). Note

that Spinoza glosses ‘real distinction’ differently (1p10s; II/52).
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completely unilluminating, since for Spinoza absolutely everything is numeri-
cally identical to the one substance.

Of course, nothing we’ve said thus far shows that it would be false to say
that metaphysical expression just is identity. But we think there is at least
one reason to draw this stronger conclusion. Consider Spinoza’s claim that
minds and bodies are ‘one and the same thing but [sed] expressed in two ways’
(2p7s). A natural way to understand this claim is as distinguishing identity and
expression: 2p7s seems intended to contrast, on the one hand, the numerical
identity of a single mode of substance understood through different attributes
(such that a particular mind is numerically identical to a particular body) with,
on the other hand, a difference in how this modification is expressed (such that
this particular mind, as an expression, is not identical to this particular body as
an expression). Were expression and identity one and the same relation, as the
proposal has it, their juxtaposition in 2p7s would make little sense. So we can
endorse the proposal that expression just is identity only on pain of making
unintelligible a central part of Spinoza’s account of mind–body relations.

II.3.

Our attempts to assimilate expression to determination and identity have both
come up short: neither determination nor identity on their own prove very
fruitful for explaining the nature of Spinozistic metaphysical expression in
general. One may wonder if we would have more luck if we tried instead to
assimilate expression to one of the more familiar Spinozistic relations: con-
ception, causation, or inherence. In particular, as already noted, if priority-of-
conception readings are correct, it should be possible to show that expression
is dependent on, and perhaps even reducible to, conception. How one under-
stands expression’s relation to causation and inherence would then vary in line
with one’s interpretation of their relation to conception.

So how does Spinoza relate conception and expression? There is certainly
textual evidence that he systematically correlates expressive relations with con-
ceptual ones. To see this, consider first once again the definition of attribute:

By attribute I understand what the intellect perceives of a substance, as constituting its
essence. (1def4)

Assuming that ‘understanding’ grasps how things really are for Spinoza,
and simplifying the syntax, we can restate this definition as follows:

(1) An attribute is perceived by the intellect to constitute substantial essence.

Now, the relata that appear in (1)—attributes and substantial essence—also
figure in Spinoza’s definition of God. But there, unlike in 1def4, they stand in
an expressive relation: each attribute ‘expresses an eternal and infinite essence’
of God (1def6). So, Spinoza also holds that
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(2) An attribute expresses substantial essence.

From the two definitions, we thus obtain two different descriptions of how
attributes relate to substantial essence: attributes both ‘express’ substantial
essence and are intellectually perceived to ‘constitute’ it. We also take it to be
a fairly uncontroversial assumption that, for Spinoza, ‘intellectual’ ‘perceiv-
ing’ involves some conceptual relation, i.e., the formation or application of a
concept.29 In other words, attributes bear a conceptual relation to what they
express.

What we want to show next is that this two-fold relation is also true of
modes: they too bear a conceptual relation to what they express. We know from
passages such as 1p25c that modes ‘express’ attributes. But modes also ‘involve
the concept of their own attribute’ (2p6d). That is, plausibly, the concept of
any mode implies a certain attribute-concept (paradigmatically, <extension>
or <thought>) as the most general concept necessary for its intelligibility
as a thing of a certain kind. That is, the mode in question is conceived, or
understood, as endowed with a certain qualitative nature (paradigmatically, as
a physical or mental thing) ultimately through that concept.30 For example,
the concept of any body will ‘involve’ <extension> according to Spinoza.

So the following pair of statements will also be true for Spinoza:

(3) A mode is conceived through the concept of an attribute.
(4) A mode expresses an attribute.

In other words, modes, like attributes, bear a conceptual relation to what
they express. Both in the case of mode-expression and attribute-expression, a
relation of expression and a conceptual relation hold between the very same
relata.

Finding conception and expression to be systematically correlated in this
way seems promising; the question now is, what explains this lockstep of con-
ceptual and expressive relations? For the existence of a mere correlation is
of course compatible with a variety of explanations (with ‘expression’ and
‘conception’ being two different names for one relation; with both relations
being necessitated by some third thing; with conception necessitating expres-
sion, and so on). In particular, should we conclude that the existence of this
correlation confirms the thesis of a dependence of expression on concep-
tion, even the possibility of a reduction of one to the other, as priority-of-
conception readings would want it? In the next section, we propose another
explanation.

29 Cf. 1p11altd (II/54); 1p23d; 1p31s. We will refine this assumption below.
30 Cf. Wilson (1999: 154).
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III. EXPRESSION AS CONDITION OF INTELLIGIBILITY

III.1.

In the previous section, textual analysis led us to the preliminary conclusion
that Spinoza recognizes two distinct forms of metaphysical expression, which
we proposed to schematize as follows:

(A) mode E attribute, and
(B) attribute E essencesub.

The two schemas differ both in their expressors (modes and attributes
respectively) and in what is expressed (attributes and essences). The existence
of these differences might seem to make the possibility of a single, unified
account of metaphysical expression in general seem unlikely. (Of course, a
mere difference in relata doesn’t yet show that we are not dealing with a
single, univocal relation of expression, just as finding that Fs cause Gs, and
As cause Bs, doesn’t suffice to show that there isn’t a single, univocal relation
of causality.31 But, again, since we don’t yet know the nature of metaphysical
expression itself, its varied relata are the principal datum that we have to
go on in our investigation.) Indeed, the possibility of a unified account will
seem even more distant if we take into account the fact that, as we saw in the
preceding section, the two schemas resemble (however imperfectly) relations of
determination and identity, respectively, so relations with very different logical
properties (for example, only identity but not determination is reflexive).

In short, the prospects for a unified account of Spinozistic expression—
one of the desiderata of our paper—might seem rather remote. Fortunately,
it seems to us that such pessimism is ultimately unwarranted. For, despite
all the differences between schemas (A) and (B), there is obviously also an
element common to both: the attributes; these play the role of the expres-
sor in (B), and the expressed in (A). We propose then to treat (A) and (B) as
merely partial descriptions of the relation of metaphysical expression: mode-
expression, schematized by (A), should then be understood not as a distinct
and self-standing binary relation between modes and attributes, but rather
as an element of a ternary relation between modes, attributes, and substan-
tial essence. Same for attribute–expression: that relation, schematized by (B),
should be understood not as a distinct and self-standing binary relation be-
tween attributes and substantial essence, but rather as an element of a ternary
relation between modes, attributes, and substantial essence. On this more ade-
quate conception of metaphysical expression in general, every mode, whether
finite or infinite, ultimately expresses substantial essence insofar as some at-
tribute expresses that essence. Substantial essence is expressed in unlimited

31 Thanks to Justin Steinberg and an anonymous referee for pressing us on this.
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(or indeterminate) ways by different attributes (thought, extension, etc.), and
in partial (and in the case of finite modes, also determinate) ways through
modes.32 (For example, a finite human mind expresses in a determinate way
the essence of substance expressed as thinking.) So, although, as we argued
above, relations of determination on their own do not suffice to illuminate the
nature of metaphysical expression in general, they do help shed light on some
cases of expression.33

We propose to capture the relation of metaphysical expression so understood
by the following schema:

(C) E (mode, attribute, essencesub)

In place of our earlier, preliminary, disjunctive analysis in terms of two
distinct schemas, we now have what looks like a unified account of metaphysical
expression in general.34

III.2.

Now, one could object that we could have arrived at a unified formulation
adequate to metaphysical expression in general by understanding (A) and
(B) as describing instances of a single transitive relation of expression—that
is, by concluding that, since modes express attributes and attributes express
substantial essence, metaphysical expression in general would be adequately
conveyed by saying simply that modes express substantial essence. But this is
not the conclusion we wish to endorse. In our view, Spinoza has good reasons

32 Why is Spinozistic substance such that its essence is necessarily expressed not just in
unlimited ways through attributes but also, in more or less limited ways, through modes? We
take this question to be a variation on the perennial worry about Spinoza’s ability to justify the
existence of diversity in his metaphysics. We won’t attempt to assuage this worry here.

33 Our proposal gives us further reasons to distinguish epistemic and metaphysical expression
(see note 13; cf. Lin (2006): 342n61). First, metaphysical expression describes cases of ‘expression’
where no representational relation can obtain since it governs expressive relations that any body
bears to substantial essence. Second, epistemic expression can relate modes to other modes,
unlike metaphysical expression (pace; Gartenberg 2017: 13). We’re aware of no passage that
describes a mode non-epistemically expressing another mode, as opposed to expressing a certain
representational content (as in E5p21), including beings of reason (as in Ep36 or E3p55s1 [II/183]).
E2p7s perhaps comes closest to metaphysical mode–mode expression, but here the expressed is
not a mode but a ‘thing [res]’: plausibly, it is substance that is expressed, in a limited way, as a
mind and as a body. We suggest that there can be epistemic (though not metaphysical) expression
between modes because modes of thought can epistemically express (represent) anything. On
our reading, modes of thought enter into both epistemic and metaphysical expressive relations.

34 We can continue to use partial schemas (A) and (B), with the awareness that we’re abstracting
from the whole expressive relation.

Readers inclined to reduce expression to conception can reinterpret the (C) schema as stating
that modes are conceived through substantial essence as conceived through some attribute. We
agree that this how Spinoza understands conceptual relations between modes and substantial
essence. However, we reject the reductive move and so disagree that this is the meaning of (C).
Instead, we propose that these conceptual relations are merely implied by (C).
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to think of mode-expression as always mediated by an attribute’s expression
of substantial essence, and so of metaphysical expression as an irreducibly
ternary relation.35 To see why, we need to revisit, briefly, some of Spinoza’s
assumptions about the nature of intelligibility.

Recall that in Spinoza’s metaphysics, substance is, explanatorily and on-
tologically, the most fundamental entity, ‘prior in nature’ to everything else
(1p1), and the one ‘through’ which all things must be ‘conceived’ (1p15). In this
sense, we can regard substance as the universal and fundamental condition
of intelligibility for Spinoza. Next, attribute-concepts such as <thought> and
<extension>—that is, further unanalyzable concepts of basic qualitative kinds
of being—reflect intellectual perceptions of what ‘constitutes’ the ‘essence’ of
substance (1def4). Attribute-concepts are, in other words, fundamental con-
ditions of the intelligibility of all things as things of a certain qualitative kind
(paradigmatically mental and physical). For Spinoza, this kind of qualitative
grasp of reality or being seems to be the ground floor of any possible concep-
tual relation we could bear to it: in his view, we cannot conceive of substantial
essence unless we conceive it under some basic qualitative aspect.36 As noted
above, Spinoza takes attribute-concepts to be ‘involved’ in (i.e., implied by)
the conception of every mode as a mental or physical entity, and in all of the
more specific conceptions of it, such as affirming, doubting, moving, shaped,
etc. All these more specific concepts ‘involve’ (or, in Cartesian terminology,
‘presuppose’ for their intelligibility)37 more general attribute-concepts such as
<thought> and <extension>. So, by means of attribute-concepts, substan-
tial essence—the fundamental ground of intelligibility of all things—grounds
more specifically the intelligibility of any thing as a certain (qualitative) kind of
thing. In turn, attribute-concepts determine what attribute-specific conceptual
relations are possible, i.e., how—through what derivative concepts (<motion>
or <size>, say, in the case of the attribute of extension), and through what
relations between such concepts—a given mode is conceivable.

With this picture of intelligibility in mind, let’s return to our proposal. Recall
that according to our final schematization in (C), metaphysical expression is
a ternary relation that relates modes, attributes, and substantial essence. We
propose then that (C) should be understood as describing the relation that
any Spinozistic mode bears to its fundamental conditions of intelligibility. In other
words, we propose to read (C) as schematizing how the intelligibility of modes
is grounded in Spinoza’s metaphysics. On this reading, what Spinoza calls re-
lations of ‘expression’ are relations that ground (that is, are the ontological and

35 Whenever Spinoza asserts that a mode expresses substance’s nature or essence, rather than
an attribute (1p36d, 2p1d, 2p10cd, 3p6d), we thus understand this as an elliptical use of (C).

36 Cf. ‘being, insofar as it is being, does not affect us by itself alone, as substance. It must,
therefore, be explained by some attribute’ (CM I.3; II/240). Cf. Descartes, Principles of Philosophy
I.52 (Cottingham et al., 1985; Descartes 1974–1986) .

37 Principles 1.53.
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explanatory condition of) conceptual relations, such that for a mode to ‘express’
the essence of substance through an attribute is to make conceiving of that
mode—that is, the formation of more and less general attribute-specific con-
cepts of it—possible. That substance expresses itself through a certain attribute
determines what ground-floor qualitative concepts (attribute-concepts) veridi-
cally apply to it. In turn, that a mode expresses substantial essence through
a given attribute determines how this mode can be conceived. (For example,
that a particular mode expresses substance qua thinking makes it possible
for it to be conceived through concepts such as <affirmation>, <negation>,
<objective reality>, etc.)

In short, on the account we are proposing, it is because specific expressive
relations obtain that conceiving—i.e., the forming and relating of concepts
by intellects—becomes possible. In other words, expressive relations as we
understand them ground conceptual relations. On our reading, it follows from
this grounding relation that if x expresses y then conceiving of y is necessary
for conceiving of x. So, that x expresses y indeed implies that conceiving of x
is sufficient for conceiving of y, as proposed by Della Rocca and Gartenberg.
(For example, if a mode expresses an attribute then conceiving of the attribute
is necessary for conceiving of that mode, and so conceiving of a mode is also
sufficient for conceiving its attribute.) But this purely formal characterization of
expression now gets a more precise metaphysical grounding. On our reading,
Spinoza’s commitment to universal intelligibility includes a constraint on how
reality itself is, in the sense that universal intelligibility obtains in virtue of
substance’s essentially expressive nature. (Hence Spinoza can infer simply from
a thing’s being ‘something real quid reale]’ to its being ‘intelligible [intelligibile]’,
i.e., the ‘object’ of an ‘idea’ [TIE(34) I/14].)

One final clarification is in order. In a Spinozistic context, one might have
expected that any talk of ‘conditions of intelligibility’ would be associated
with not expressive but rather causal relations. After all, Spinoza holds that
‘Cognition of an effect depends on, and involves, cognition of its cause’ (1ax4),
and much ink has been spilled on the role that causes play in securing cognition
for Spinoza.

In response to this worry, we wish to distinguish what we have been calling
here ‘conditions of intelligibility’ from less fundamental ways of contributing
to the conception or cognition of something. To secure a thing’s condition of
intelligibility in the sense we’ve been using here is to identify the attribute under
which this thing must fundamentally be understood, and hence the attribute-
concept on the basis of which it can enter into intelligible causal relations (cf.
1p3) with things that determine it to exist and act in specific ways (1p28). A
rough analogy here would be between ‘conditions’ understood in either a
nomological or a transcendental sense on the one hand, and merely empirical
states of affairs on the other. In short, on our reading, cognition in terms of
a thing’s causes is a dependent or conditioned mode of cognizing a thing,
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only possible once its fundamental intelligibility as a certain kind of thing has
been secured. Recognizing this somewhat deflated role of causal relations for
Spinozistic cognition is, arguably, one of explanatory benefits of our account
of expression.

IV. EXPRESSION AS PROPERTY-INHERITANCE

In the preceding section, we sketched an account of expression in general in
Spinoza’s metaphysics. We argued that expressing (for example) the thinking
substance is a condition of the possibility of forming <thought>-involving
concepts such as <affirming> and <doubting>, and of intelligibly applying
them to modes. In this section, we would like to clarify further how relations
of expression determine conceptual relations, and so constitute conditions of
intelligibility.

We propose that for Spinoza relations of expression function like relations
of property inheritance. See Lin (2019) for another appeal to material constitu-
tion (to its model of mereology, more precisely) to illuminate the substance-
mode relation. Just as, in the paradigmatic case of property inheritance,
a statue inherits its mass from the lump of clay from which it is made,
on our reading modes inherit the properties they express from substantial
essence, such that the latter can function as a condition of intelligibility for the
former.38

Consider the following passage, in which Spinoza reasons from all things
‘expressing’ the divine power to them having divine power:

Whatever exists expresses the nature, or essence of God in a certain and determinate way
(by [1]p25c), i.e. (by [1]p34), whatever exists expresses in a certain and determinate way
the power of God, which is the cause of all things. So (by [1]p16), from [NS: everything
that exists] some effect must follow. (1p36d)

The key assumption in this demonstration is that it follows from a (finite)
thing ‘expressing’ substantial power—the power to ‘cause . . . all things’— ‘in
a certain and determinate way’ that this finite thing also has this power to
some degree, i.e., is able to produce ‘some effect’. That is, a finite thing that
‘expresses’ substantial power also itself is a powerful thing to some extent: it
possesses, to a finite degree, all or some of substance’s causal powers.39

38 Not every predicate identifies a genuine property (e.g. being a ‘thing’ is arguably merely
an abstract, mind-dependent property that won’t be expressed by substance, nor inherited by
modes).

39 Lin suggests a similar way of thinking about expression to explain Spinoza’s ascription
of causal power to singular things in his interpretation of striving: each singular thing ‘strives’
because it ‘receives divine power by virtue of the fact that it expresses divine power’ (2004: 38);
‘e expresses c’s F-ness just in case both e and c are F and c caused e to be F’, where ‘c cannot
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Given that for Spinoza there is arguably only a conceptual distinction be-
tween the various ways one can veridically describe substantial essence (as the
essence of an extended substance, or of a thinking substance, or as power, or
eternity, etc.), what is true of ‘power’ is presumably true of all essential prop-
erties of substance that a finite mode can express. For example, if expressing
substantial power ‘in a certain and determinate way’ is tantamount to having
this power to a limited degree, a body that ‘expresses’ substantial extension
will also be extended to some degree. (Indeed, Spinoza says as much in his
definition of body: ‘By body I understand a mode that in a certain and deter-
minate way expresses God’s essence insofar as he is considered as an extended
thing’ [2def1].) Furthermore, we see no reason why all essential properties of
substance—even substantiality and eternity—wouldn’t be expressible and so
inheritable in this way. To be a finite ‘mode’ would be to express and so inherit
substantiality in the sense of having a limited degree of the existential and ex-
planatory self-sufficiency definitive of substance (1def3). Likewise, to exist for a
limited ‘duration’ would be to express and inherit ‘in a certain and determine
way’ substance’s own ‘existence’, i.e., its ‘eternity’ (1def8).

Finally, we see no reason why this argument should not be generalizable
beyond cases of expression ‘in a certain and determinate way’ (i.e., expression
by finite modes) to expression by modes simpliciter. That is, we see no reason
why Spinoza wouldn’t accept that, if an infinite mode expresses F, this mode
also would be F. For example, on this reading, the ‘whole face of the universe’
(Ep64) in the attribute of extension expresses extension not as a finite body
would, ‘in a certain and determinate way’, but rather indeterminately, i.e.,
without being limited by another mode of the same kind.

In light of the foregoing, we would like to ascribe to Spinoza the following
principle:

Expression as Property Inheritance: For any mode m and substantial property F, if m expresses
F then m is F.40

In short, in Spinozistic expression, modes inherit the substantial properties
they express just as a statue inherits its mass from the lump of clay. In cases
of expression ‘in certain and determinate way’, a finite mode also determines
the substantial property it inherits, just as a particular shade of colour (e.g.
teal) both inherits and specifies a less determinate colour (here, blue). (So,
again, although determination on its own proves insufficient for characterizing
expression as distinct from other finite mode-substance relations, a consideration

bring about e’s becoming F unless c is itself F’ (2006: 343, cf. 339). We think this insight into the
importance of property of inheritance for Spinoza can be generalized beyond causal relations.

40 The restriction of properties in question to substantial properties rules out the possibility of
the inherited property being one that cannot be, without qualification, predicated of substance,
such as ‘imagines’.
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of relations of determination is nonetheless important for a complete account
of the nature of expressive relations.)

Understanding metaphysical expression in terms of property inheritance
allows us to be more specific about the exact mechanism, so to speak, through
which substantial essence expressed through an attribute functions as a condi-
tion of intelligibility for modes—that is, about the sense in which conceptual
relations depend on expressive relations, as we argued in the previous sec-
tion. To be clear, although property inheritance helps us model the workings
of metaphysical expression, this doesn’t mean that ‘expression’ should be re-
duced to property inheritance. Unless further specified, property inheritance
can be seen as neutral with respect to intelligibility. (The statue that inherits
its weight from the lump of clay seems to be intelligible without reference to
a specific weight.) In contrast, Spinozistic expression amounts to becoming
intelligible in terms of an inherited property. In this sense property inheri-
tance relations are for us merely a model of expression, not its equivalent.
So a mode that ‘expresses’ a substantial attribute-specific property inher-
its that property and so can be veridically conceived through the relevant
attribute-concept. For example, a mode that ‘expresses’ substantial extension
inherits extension, i.e., is itself extended, and so can also be veridically under-
stood through the attribute-concept <extension>, and, derivatively, through
concepts such as <motion>, <shape>, etc. Mutatis mutandis for inheriting
thought, power, eternity, and so on: in all these cases expressing F means
inheriting and so being F in some way, and thus also being veridically conceiv-
able through the relevant attribute-concept and its derivatives.

V. THE LARGER TEXTUAL AND SYSTEMATIC CASE

In the previous two sections, we sketched a proposal for how to understand
the nature of metaphysical expression in Spinoza’s philosophy. In this section,
we would like to offer some further reasons, textual and systematic, in favour
of our account of expression, and show how it illuminates some intractable
puzzles of Spinoza’s metaphysics. This will also allow us to further situate our
account of metaphysical expression in a broader context of Spinoza’s thinking
about conception and intelligibility.

Let us start with some textual considerations favorable to our reading. Recall
first that ontologically, all formation or production of concepts (cognitions,
ideas, etc.) is for Spinoza an effect of the thinking substance, and so occurs at
the level of essentially dependent ‘modes’ (1p131).41 Expression, in contrast,
takes place at the more fundamental ontological level: it is already the attribute
of thought that ‘expresses’ something (namely, substantial essence). In other

41 Cf. Laerke (2011).
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words, there is expression before (in the sense of ontological and explanatory
priority) there is conception, that is, before any ideas or concepts are formed
or produced. We take this to be an additional consideration in favour of the
priority of expressive over conceptual relations in Spinoza’s metaphysics.

Here is a second textual consideration. Recall Spinoza’s reference to a ‘per-
ceiv[ing]’ ‘intellect’ in his definition of attribute (1def4), a reference that has
become grist for unending speculation. We want to draw attention to the fact
that in a later passage Spinoza explains that, unlike ‘conceiving’, ‘the word
perception seems to indicate that the Mind is acted on [pati] by the object’
(2def3exp; italics added). We suggest that it is at least plausible that Spinoza
opted for the terminology of ‘perception’ rather than ‘conception’ in his def-
inition of the attribute precisely because of these connotations of passivity or
receptivity—that is, in order to convey that, in its apprehension of substance’s
fundamental qualitative nature, intellect is in some sense fundamentally respon-
sive to how substance in fact is.42 We propose that this responsiveness of the
intellect can be plausibly understood as responsiveness to what is expressed
by substance, and hence to how substance is intelligible, given its nature. In
other words the passive position of the intellect in 1def4 reflects the fact that
substantial essence is essentially expressive and hence intelligible or conceivable
in terms of qualitative concepts such as <thought>, <extension> and so on).
One could think of this as Spinoza’s version of transcendental empiricism,
where ‘transcendental’ refers to conditions of possibility: affection by being is
the condition of all acts of conceiving. And even if ‘perception’ may not carry
connotations of passivity or receptivity every time it appears in the Ethics,
interpretative charity suggests that Spinoza was aware of these connotations
when composing (and, as we know from his correspondence,43 revising) his
definition of the attribute in the opening pages of the treatise, where his words
would have been particularly vulnerable to readers’ conventional associations.
(The worry about the obfuscatory prejudices that readers bring to a text is
rarely far from his mind.)44 And yet in 1def4 Spinoza chooses not to block these
connotations of passivity or receptivity.

Our reading of 1def4 not only fits well with the picture of intelligibility we
have been outlining in the paper, it also has the added benefit of explaining
the definition’s reference to ‘intellect’ without rendering that reference idle
or, as on subjectivist readings, turning it into evidence of the fictitiousness of
the attributes. To be sure, extant accounts of Spinoza’s philosophy of mind
much more often stress the fact that Spinoza describes ‘concepts’ formed by
‘minds’ as ‘actions’ (2def3).45 We want to suggest, however, that on its own, this

42 Spinoza explicitly treats the mind as passive in relation to things in early works; see e.g.
KV2.19[13], KVapp2[9]. See also Renz (2015).

43 E.g. Ep2; Ep4; Ep9.
44 See e.g. E1app.
45 See e.g. Della Rocca (2008: 126); Renz (2018: 81).
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emphasis on the active dimension of thinking results in an incomplete account of
Spinozistic thought. More fundamentally, we propose, the intellect should be
considered as passive in relation to how being (or, more properly, substance)
is expressed; this passivity or receptivity is prior to, and conditions, all active
formation of concepts.

Third textual consideration: the dependence of conception on expression
we have been arguing for also dovetails with the prima facie odd modality of
Spinoza’s description of substance’s effects as ‘everything which can [possunt]
fall under an infinite intellect’ (1p16). Why doesn’t Spinoza—let us not forget:
a necessitarian—say that substance produces all that actually is conceived,
rather than merely can be conceived? Our reading makes sense of his choice
of modality: 1p16, we propose, should be understood as a description of all
that expresses substantial essence, and thereby becomes intelligible, i.e. capable
of becoming subsumed under concepts.

In fourth place, recall the fact that Spinoza appears to systematically correlate
conceptual and expressive relations (Section 2). If, as we propose, conceptual
relations depend on expressive relations, this dependence would explain the
existence of the correlation. We grant that other explanations of this correlation
remain possible in principle, but, in our view, there is overwhelming textual and
conceptual evidence that for Spinoza things are conceptually related because
there is, more fundamentally, an expressive relation between the relata. So
it is because a mode ‘expresses’ an attribute that it is also ‘conceived through’
it, insofar as it can be made intelligible through the general qualitative kind-
concept like <thought> or <extension>. Likewise, it is because an attribute
‘expresses’ a substantial essence that it is also ‘perceived to constitute’ that
essence by the ‘intellect’, namely, insofar any thinker is passively determined
to conceive of this essence as the essence of a thinking thing, or of an extended
thing, etc.

These are some of the textual considerations that indirectly support our
interpretation of expression. To conclude, we want to mention three, somewhat
speculative, examples of our account’s explanatory power that may not be
immediately apparent.

First, our account arguably illuminates the sense in which substance is essen-
tially ‘conceived through itself [per se]’ (1def3). Certainly, part of the meaning
of this claim is the merely negative point that substance doesn’t ‘require’,
as Spinoza himself puts it, the concept of any ‘other’ thing to be conceived
(1def3). But the nature of substance’s self-explanatoriness can, we suggest, be
fleshed out further. Recall from Section 2 that, according to Spinoza, attributes
‘express’ that which they are also ‘perceived’ by the ‘intellect’ to constitute.
On our reading, it is because attributes express substantial essence that they
can be conceived to constitute substance as a certain kind of thing (as think-
ing, as extended, etc.). The coexistence of these two relations—of expression
and conception—between substantial essence and attribute, with expression
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making possible a certain kind of conception, is, we suggest, a plausible way to
understand per se conception. That is, Spinozistic substance can be understood
as essentially conceived per se in the sense of being capable of grounding its
own conception as a kind of thing.

If that’s a plausible account then, to return to another earlier puzzle (Sec-
tion 2), however, else one understands the identity of substance and attribute,
this identity must minimally allow for the kind of internal distinction, within
substance, between attribute and substantial essence, such that these two can
enter into expressive and so also conceptual relations.

Here is the second example of the explanatory power of our reading: the
way it sheds light on the Spinoza’s understanding of mind–body identity.
Recall Spinoza’s claim that minds and bodies (like thinking and extended
substance itself) are ‘one and the same thing but expressed in two ways’
(2p7s). Today, this claim is arguably most often understood to mean that some
numerically identical thing is nonetheless conceivable or representable in two
different ways, much like <Morning Star> and <Evening Star> allow for
two different ways of conceiving of Venus.46 On such readings, ‘expressing’
is, implicitly or explicitly, taken to mean simply ‘representing’ or ‘conceiving’.
We suggest instead that the claim that a thing is ‘expressed in two ways’ is
intended to explain how it is possible for one thing to be represented veridically
in two different ways—that is, to explain the grounds on which one thing can
be conceived in different ways. Namely, it is because a substantial essence is
expressed through two different attributes that it’s possible to conceive of it
and its modes, equally veridically, as either <thinking> or as <extended>.
In our view, to gloss ‘expression’ as synonymous with ‘conception’ in 2p7s
amounts then to confusing the condition (expression) and the conditioned
(conception). To repurpose Spinoza’s own criticism, to gloss 2p7s merely in
terms of conceptual relations is to remain at the level of conclusions without
grasping their premises (2p28d).

Modelling expression on property-inheritance allows us to illuminate
Spinoza’s claim that minds and bodies are one thing ‘expressed in two ways’
even further. On our reading, minds and bodies are differently ‘expressed’
insofar as they are subject to distinct chains of property-inheritance relations:
only bodies inherit the property of extension and so are veridically conceivable
through <extension> and its derivatives; only ideas inherit the property of
thought and are veridically conceivable through <thought> and its deriva-
tives.

As a third and final example of our account’s explanatory power, we’d like
to propose that thinking of expression on the model of property inheritance
illuminates an important element of Spinoza’s substance-monism, namely, the
sense in which substance is an ‘immanent’ cause of modes (1p18), rather than a

46 See e.g. Della Rocca (1996).
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‘transitive’ one (i.e., one on which its effects would be capable of independent
existence). A relation of property inheritance is, arguably, possible only if
its relata stand in a sufficiently ‘close’ ontological relation so to speak—the
sort of relation that might have a claim on being, or at least approximating,
a union or an identity (for example, a relation of material constitution). In
contrast, transitive efficient causation is typically only selectively a relation of
property inheritance. (When someone bakes a cake, for example, the cake
doesn’t inherit their fundamental properties, such as, say, their humanity.) Like
material constitution, substance monism has the sort of ontological ‘closeness’
that allows for property inheritance relations: it is because Spinozistic creatures
are not only God’s ‘effects’ but also God’s ‘properties’ (1p16d, 3DefAff22exp)
that they can inherit divine properties and be made intelligible through the
very same concepts. So understood, substance monism is not only a thesis
about the impossibility of multiple substances (as is often, and rightly, stressed),
but also, we suggest, a thesis about the nature of intelligibility, and, more
precisely, a thesis about how conditions of intelligibility can be preserved across
different ontological levels, from substance to mode.

VI. CONCLUSION

In this paper, we argued against what is today arguably the most prominent
interpretation of Spinoza’s commitment to universal intelligibility, on which
this commitment reflects the fundamental priority of conceptual relations to all
other relations in Spinoza’s metaphysics. We argued that such conception-
first readings are both incomplete in their account of Spinozistic intelligibility
and also mistaken in their identification of conceptual relations as the most
fundamental type of relations in Spinoza’s metaphysics.

More positively, we argued for the significance of Spinoza’s often over-
looked and admittedly obscure notion of ‘expression’ for his understanding
of intelligibility. We argued that what a thing ‘expresses’ are its conditions of
intelligibility, namely, that which determines how, through what concepts, it
can be conceived. Moreover, we proposed that for Spinoza the relation of ex-
pression functions much like the relation of property inheritance: it is because
a mode expresses a substantial attribute that it inherits properties from it such
that the attribute can function as a condition of intelligibility for the mode.

A major benefit of our account is that it offers a more complete picture of
Spinoza’s commitment to universal intelligibility or the PSR. On our reading,
Spinoza’s commitment to universal intelligibility is best explained not by the
priority of conceptual relations but by a more fundamental commitment to
the expressive nature of substantial essence—that is, to the fact that the na-
ture of Spinozistic substance is such that its essence is necessarily expressed
through different attributes. So we take Spinoza’s commitment to universal
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intelligibility to be not just an epistemological but also an ontological claim.
Hence, as noted above, we take Spinoza to be part of the long tradition, from
Aristotelians to Heidegger, of thinking of being itself as making thought pos-
sible. In so doing, our reading answers the question this paper started with,
namely: What explains that universal intelligibility obtains? If we’re right, it
is because of substance’s essentially expressive nature that it is possible for
thinking things to conceive of substance and its modifications in an infinity
(1def8) of attribute-relative ways—in terms of <extension>-involving con-
cepts, <thought>-involving concepts, etc. One might object that our account
only pushes the question back, since we can now ask, why is substance nec-
essarily expressive and moreover expressive in attribute-relative ways? Here
we can only respond, Because for Spinoza, necessarily, such is the essential
nature of substance. In this respect, expression fares no better than many other
elements of Spinoza’s ontology.47
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