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The Essences and the Definitions of Things
——A Problem of Essences in Spinoza
Yosuke KOTAKE

In this paper, I attempt to solve the problem of the essences of things in Spinoza’s
Ethics. This problem concerns that whether the essences of things are universal or particular.

First, I explain the backbone of this problem. According to Spinoza, universals, genus
and species are products of the imagination, and not real. Therefore, the essences of things
are considered particular. Sometimes, however, when Spinoza speaks of the essences of
things, it appears that he thinks of essences to be universal (Section 1).

Second, I introduce and examine Asakura’s interpretation. Although he claims that
it is only in the first book of Ethics that Spinoza discusses “common notions”, that is, the
properties common to plural things in terms of “essences”, I demonstrate that Spinoza uses
the word “essences” in the same meaning throughout the whole of Ethics (Section 2).

Third, I identify Spinoza’s distinction between two concepts of essences, that is,
formal essences and actual essences. The former are the essences of non-existent things,
and the latter are those of existent things. Some commentators view the formal essences not
to be individual, but I demonstrate why this is incorrect (Section 3).

Finally, I claim that a relation between the essences of things and the definitions
of things is that of the relation between the part and the whole as essences are particular,
and definitions are universal. By doing so I present a solution to the above stated problem
(Section 4).
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