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Benedict de Spinoza 

Ethics 

PART II 

OF THE NATURE AND ORIGIN OF THE MIND 

Selections from the translation of R.H.M. Elwes, 1883 

PREFACE. 

I NOW pass on to explaining the results, which must necessarily follow from the essence of God, or 

of the eternal and infinite being; not, indeed, all of them … but only those which are able to lead us, 

as it were by the hand, to the knowledge of the human mind and its highest blessedness. 

PROP. I. Thought is an attribute of God, or God is a thinking thing. 

Proof.—Particular thoughts, or this or that thought, are modes which, in a certain conditioned manner, 

express the nature of God (Pt. i., Prop. xxv., Coroll.). God therefore possesses the attribute (Pt. i., Def. 

v.) of which the concept is involved in all particular thoughts, which latter are conceived thereby. 

Thought, therefore, is one of the infinite attributes of God, which express God's eternal and infinite 

essence (Pt. i., Def. vi.). In other words, God is a thinking thing. Q.E.D.  

Note.—This proposition is also evident from the fact, that we are able to conceive an infinite thinking 

being. For, in proportion as a thinking being is conceived as thinking more thoughts, so is it conceived 

as containing more reality or perfection. Therefore a being, which can think an infinite number of 

things in an infinite number of ways, is, necessarily, in respect of thinking, infinite. As, therefore, 

from the consideration of thought alone we conceive an infinite being, thought is necessarily (Pt. i., 

Def. iv. and vi.) one of the infinite attributes of God, as we were desirous of showing. 

PROP. II. Extension is an attribute of God, or God is an extended thing. … 

PROP. III. In God there is necessarily the idea not only of his essence, but also of all things which 
necessarily follow from his essence. … 

Note.—The multitude understand by the power of God the free will of God, and the right over all 

things that exist, which latter are accordingly generally considered as contingent. For it is said that 

God has the power to destroy all things, and to reduce them to nothing. Further, the power of God is 

very often likened to the power of kings. But this doctrine we have refuted (Pt. i., Prop. xxxii., 

Corolls. i. and ii.), and we have shown (Part i., Prop. xvi.) that God acts by the same necessity, as that 

by which he understands himself; in other words, as it follows from the necessity of the divine nature 

(as all admit), that God understands himself, so also does it follow by the same necessity, that God 

performs infinite acts in infinite ways. We further showed (Part i., Prop. xxxiv.), that God's power is 

identical with God's essence in action; therefore it is as impossible for us to conceive God as not 

acting, as to conceive him as non-existent. ... No one will be able to follow my meaning, unless he is 

scrupulously careful not to confound the power of God with the human power and right of kings. … 

PROP. VI. The modes of any given attribute are caused by God, in so far as he is considered 

through the attribute of which they are modes, and not in so far as he is considered through any 
other attribute. … 

Corollary.—Hence the actual being of things, which are not modes of thought, does not follow from 

the divine nature, because that nature has prior knowledge of the things. Things represented in ideas 

follow, and are derived from their particular attribute, in the same manner, and with the same 

necessity as ideas follow (according to what we have shown) from the attribute of thought. 

PROP. VII. The order and connection of ideas is the same as the order and connection of things. 
… 
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Corollary.—Hence God's power of thinking is equal to his realized power of action—that is, 

whatsoever follows from the infinite nature of God in the world of extension, follows without 

exception in the same order and connection from the idea of God in the world of thought. 

Note.—Before going any further, I wish to recall to mind what has been pointed out above—namely, 

that whatsoever can be perceived by the infinite intellect as constituting the essence of substance, 

belongs altogether only to one substance: consequently, substance thinking and substance extended 

are one and the same substance, comprehended now through one attribute, now through the other. So, 

also, a mode of extension and the idea of that mode are one and the same thing, though expressed in 

two ways. This truth seems to have been dimly recognized by those Jews who maintained that God, 

God's intellect, and the things understood by God are identical. For instance, a circle existing in 

nature, and the idea of a circle existing, which is also in God, are one and the same thing displayed 

through different attributes. Thus, whether we conceive nature under the attribute of extension, or 

under the attribute of thought, or under any other attribute, we shall find the same order, or one and 

the same chain of causes—that is, the same things following in either case. 

I said that God is the cause of an idea—for instance, of the idea of a circle—in so far as he is a 

thinking thing; and of a circle, in so far as he is an extended thing, simply because the actual being of 

the idea of a circle can only be perceived as a proximate cause through another mode of thinking, and 

that again through another, and so on to infinity; so that, so long as we consider things as modes of 

thinking, we must explain the order of the whole of nature, or the whole chain of causes, through the 

attribute of thought only. And, in so far as we consider things as modes of extension, we must explain 

the order of the whole of nature through the attribute of extension only; and so on, in the case of other 

attributes. Wherefore of things as they are in themselves God is really the cause, inasmuch as he 

consists of infinite attributes. I cannot for the present explain my meaning more clearly. 

PROP. IX. The idea of an individual thing actually existing is caused by God, not in so far as he is 

infinite, but in so far as he is considered as affected by another idea of a thing actually existing, of 

which he is the cause, in so far as he is affected by a third idea, and so on to infinity. … 

PROP. X. The being of substance does not appertain to the essence of man—in other words, 

substance does not constitute the actual being (forma) of man. 

Proof.—The being of substance involves necessary existence (Part i., Prop. vii.). If, therefore, the 

being of substance appertains to the essence of man, substance being granted, man would necessarily 

be granted also (II Def. ii.), and, consequently, man would necessarily exist, which is absurd (II. Ax. 

i.). … 

Corollary.—Hence it follows, that the essence of man is constituted by certain modifications of the 

attributes of God. … That essence therefore (by, i. 15) is something which is in God, and which 

without God can neither be nor be conceived, whether it be a modification (i. 25 Coroll.), or a mode 

which expresses God's nature in a certain conditioned manner. 

Note.—Everyone must surely admit, that nothing can be or be conceived without God. All men agree 

that God is the one and only cause of all things, both of their essence and of their existence … 

    At the same time many assert, that that, without which a thing cannot be nor be conceived, belongs 

to the essence of that thing; wherefore they believe that either the nature of God appertains to the 

essence of created things, or else that created things can be or be conceived without God; or else, as is 

more probably the case, they hold inconsistent doctrines. I think the cause for such confusion is 

mainly, that they do not keep to the proper order of philosophic thinking. The nature of God, which 

should be reflected on first, inasmuch as it is prior both in the order of knowledge and the order of 

nature, they have taken to be last in the order of knowledge, and have put into the first place what they 

call the objects of sensation; hence, while they are considering natural phenomena, they give no 

attention at all to the divine nature, and, when afterwards they apply their mind to the study of the 

divine nature, they are quite unable to bear in mind the first hypotheses, with which they have 

overlaid the knowledge of natural phenomena, inasmuch as such hypotheses are no help towards 

understanding the Divine nature. So that it is hardly to be wondered at, that these persons contradict 

themselves freely. 



3 

 

    However, I pass over this point. … 

PROP. XI. The first element, which constitutes the actual being of the human mind, is the idea of 

some particular thing actually existing. 

Proof.—The essence of man is constituted by certain modes of the attributes of God, namely, by the 

modes of thinking, … Therefore an idea is the first element constituting the human mind. But not the 

idea of a non-existent thing, for then the idea itself cannot be said to exist; it must therefore be the 

idea of something actually existing. … 

Corollary.—Hence it follows, that the human mind is part of the infinite intellect of God; thus when 

we say, that the human mind perceives this or that, we make the assertion, that God has this or that 

idea, not in so far as he is infinite, but in so far as he is displayed through the nature of the human 

mind, or in so far as he constitutes the essence of the human mind … 

Note.—Here, I doubt not, readers will come to a stand, and will call to mind many things which will 

cause them to hesitate; I therefore beg them to accompany me slowly, step by step, and not to 

pronounce on my statements, till they have read to the end. 

PROP. XIII. The object of the idea constituting the human mind is the body, in other words a 

certain mode of extension which actually exists, and nothing else. 

Proof.—If indeed the body were not the object of the human mind, the ideas of the modifications of 

the body would not be in God in virtue of his constituting our mind, but in virtue of his constituting 

the mind of something else; that is the ideas of the modifications of the body would not be in our 

mind: now we do possess the ideas of the modifications of the body. Therefore the object of the idea 

constituting the human mind is the body, and the body as it actually exists … 

Note.—We thus comprehend, not only that the human mind is united to the body, but also the nature 

of the union between mind and body. However, no one will be able to grasp this adequately or 

distinctly, unless he first has adequate knowledge of the nature of our body. The propositions we have 

advanced hitherto have been entirely general, applying not more to men than to other individual 

things, all of which, though in different degrees, are animated [animata]. For of everything there is 

necessarily an idea in God, of which God is the cause, in the same way as there is an idea of the 

human body; thus whatever we have asserted of the idea of the human body must necessarily also be 

asserted of the idea of everything else. Still, on the other hand, we cannot deny that ideas, like objects, 

differ one from the other, one being more excellent than another and containing more reality, just as 

the object of one idea is more excellent than the object of another idea, and contains more reality. 

Wherefore, in order to determine, wherein the human mind differs from other things, and wherein it 

surpasses them, it is necessary for us to know the nature of its object, that is, of the human body. … I 

will only say generally, that in proportion as any given body is more fitted than others for doing many 

actions or receiving many impressions at once, so also is the mind, of which it is the object, more 

fitted than others for forming many simultaneous perceptions; and the more the actions of one body 

depend on itself alone, and the fewer other bodies concur with it in action, the more fitted is the mind 

of which it is the object for distinct comprehension. We may thus recognize the superiority of one 

mind over others, and may further see the cause, why we have only a very confused knowledge of our 

body, and also many kindred questions … 

[Digression on the nature of bodies] 

PROP. XIV. The human mind is capable of perceiving a great number of things, and is so 

in proportion as its body is capable of receiving a great number of impressions. … 

PROP. XV. The idea, which constitutes the actual being of the human mind, is not simple, 

but compounded of a great number of ideas. … 

PROP. XX. The idea or knowledge of the human mind is also in God, following in God in 

the same manner, and being referred to God in the same manner, as the idea or knowledge 

of the human body. 
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Proof.—Thought is an attribute of God (II. i.); therefore (II. iii.) there must necessarily be in 

God the idea both of thought itself and of all its modifications, consequently also of the 

human mind (II. xi.). Further, this idea or knowledge of the mind does not follow from God, 

in so far as he is infinite, but in so far as he is affected by another idea of an individual thing 

(II. ix.). But (II. vii.) the order and connection of ideas is the same as the order and 

connection of causes; therefore this idea or knowledge of the mind is in God and is referred 

to God, in the same manner as the idea or knowledge of the body. Q.E.D. 

PROP. XXI. This idea of the mind is united to the mind in the same way as the mind is 

united to the body. … 

PROP. XXIV. The human mind does not involve an adequate knowledge of the parts 

composing the human body. … 

PROP. XXVI. The human mind does not perceive any external body as actually existing, 

except through the ideas of the modifications of its own body. 

Proof.—If the human body is in no way affected by a given external body, then (II. vii.) 

neither is the idea of the human body, in other words, the human mind, affected in any way 

by the idea of the existence of the said external body, nor does it any manner perceive its 

existence. But, in so far as the human body is affected in any way by a given external body, 

thus far (II. xvi. and Coroll. I.) it perceives that external body. Q.E.D. 

Corollary.—In so far as the human mind imagines an external body, it has not an adequate 

knowledge thereof. … 

PROP. XXX. We can only have a very inadequate knowledge of the duration of our body. 

Proof.—The duration of our body does not depend on its essence (II. Ax. i.), nor on the 

absolute nature of God (I. xxi.). But (I. xxviii.) it is conditioned to exist and operate by 

causes, which in their turn are conditioned to exist and operate in a fixed and definite relation 

by other causes, these last again being conditioned by others, and so on to infinity. The 

duration of our body therefore depends on the common order of nature, or the constitution of 

things. Now, however a thing may be constituted, the adequate knowledge of that thing is in 

God, in so far as he has the ideas of all things, and not in so far as he has the idea of the 

human body only. (II. ix. Coroll.) Wherefore the knowledge of the duration of our body is in 

God very inadequate, in so far as he is only regarded as constituting the nature of the human 

mind; that is (II. xi. Coroll.), this knowledge is very inadequate in our mind. Q.E.D. … 

[Prop. XL.] Note II.—From all that has been said above it is clear, that we, in many cases, 

perceive and form our general notions:—(1.) From particular things represented to our 

intellect fragmentarily, confusedly, and without order through our senses (II. xxix. Coroll.); I 

have settled to call such perceptions by the name of knowledge from the mere suggestions of 

experience. (2.) From symbols, e.g., from the fact of having read or heard certain words we 

remember things and form certain ideas concerning them, similar to those through which we 

imagine things (II. xviii. note). I shall call both these ways of regarding things knowledge of 

the first kind, opinion, or imagination. (3.) From the fact that we have notions common to all 

men, and adequate ideas of the properties of things (II. xxxviii. Coroll., xxxix. and Coroll. 

and xl.); this I call reason and knowledge of the second kind. Besides these two kinds of 

knowledge, there is, as I will hereafter show, a third kind of knowledge, which we will call 

intuition. This kind of knowledge proceeds from an adequate idea of the absolute essence of 

certain attributes of God to the adequate knowledge of the essence of things. … 

PROP. XLI. Knowledge of the first kind is the only source of falsity, knowledge of the 
second and third kinds is necessarily true. … 



5 

 

 

PROP. XLII. Knowledge of the second and third kinds, not knowledge of the first kind, 

teaches us to distinguish the true from the, false. … 

PROP. XLIII. He, who has a true idea, simultaneously knows that he has a true idea, and 

cannot doubt of the truth of the thing perceived. 

Proof.—A true idea in us is an idea which is adequate in God, in so far as he is displayed 

through the nature of the human mind … 

Note.—… No one, who has a true idea, is ignorant that a true idea involves the highest 

certainty. For to have a true idea is only another expression for knowing a thing perfectly, or 

as well as possible. No one, indeed, can doubt of this, unless he thinks that an idea is 

something lifeless, like a picture on a panel, and not a mode of thinking—namely, the very 

act of understanding. And who, I ask, can know that he understands anything, unless he do 

first understand it? In other words, who can know that he is sure of a thing, unless he be first 

sure of that thing? Further, what can there be more clear, and more certain, than a true idea as 

a standard of truth? Even as light displays both itself and darkness, so is truth a standard both 

of itself and of falsity. 

    … We may add that our mind, in so far as it perceives things truly, is part of the infinite 

intellect of God (II. xi. Coroll.); therefore, the clear and distinct ideas of the mind are as 

necessarily true as the ideas of God. 

PROP. XLIV. It is not in the nature of reason to regard things as contingent, but as 

necessary. … 

Corollary II.—It is in the nature of reason to perceive things under a certain form of eternity 

(sub quâdam æternitatis specie). … 

PROP. XLV. Every idea of every body, or of every particular thing actually existing, 

necessarily involves the eternal and infinite essence of God. … 

Note.— … For although each particular thing be conditioned by another particular thing to 

exist in a given way, yet the force whereby each particular thing perseveres in existing 

follows from the eternal necessity of God's nature (cf. I. xxiv. Coroll.). 

PROP. XLVI. The knowledge of the eternal and infinite essence of God which every idea 

involves is adequate and perfect. … 

PROP. XLVII. The human mind has an adequate knowledge of the eternal and infinite 

essence of God. … 

Note.—Hence we see, that the infinite essence and the eternity of God are known to all. Now 

as all things are in God, and are conceived through God, we can from this knowledge infer 

many things, which we may adequately know, and we may form that third kind of knowledge 

of which we spoke in the note to II. xl., and of the excellence and use of which we shall have 

occasion to speak in Part V. Men have not so clear a knowledge of God as they have of 

general notions, because they are unable to imagine God as they do bodies, and also because 

they have associated the name God with images of things that they are in the habit of seeing, 

as indeed they can hardly avoid doing, being, as they are, men, and continually affected by 

external bodies. 

PROP. XLVIII. In the mind there is no absolute or free will; but the mind is determined to 

wish this or that by a cause, which has also been determined by another cause, and this last 

by another cause, and so on to infinity. … 
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Note.—In the same way it is proved, that there is in the mind no absolute faculty of 

understanding, desiring, loving, &c. Whence it follows, that these and similar faculties are 

either entirely fictitious, or are merely abstract or general terms, such as we are accustomed 

to put together from particular things. Thus the intellect and the will stand in the same 

relation to this or that idea, or this or that volition, as "lapidity" to this or that stone, or as 

"man" to Peter and Paul. 

PROP. XLIX. There is in the mind no volition or affirmation and negation, save that 

which an idea, inasmuch as it is an idea, involves. … 

Corollary.—Will and understanding are one and the same. 

Note.— …  It remains to point out the advantages of a knowledge of this doctrine as bearing 

on conduct, and this may be easily gathered from what has been said. The doctrine is good, 

    1.  Inasmuch as it teaches us to act solely according to the decree of God, and to be 

partakers in the Divine nature, and so much the more, as we perform more perfect actions and 

more and more understand God. Such a doctrine not only completely tranquillizes our spirit, 

but also shows us where our highest happiness or blessedness is, namely, solely in the 

knowledge of God, whereby we are led to act only as love and piety shall bid us. We may 

thus clearly understand, how far astray from a true estimate of virtue are those who expect to 

be decorated by God with high rewards for their virtue, and their best actions, as for having 

endured the direst slavery; as if virtue and the service of God were not in itself happiness and 

perfect freedom. 

    2.  Inasmuch as it teaches us, how we ought to conduct ourselves with respect to the gifts 

of fortune, or matters which are not in our own power, and do not follow from our nature. For 

it shows us, that we should await and endure fortune’s smiles or frowns with an equal mind, 

seeing that all things follow from the eternal decree of God by, the same necessity, as it 

follows from the essence of a triangle, that the three angles are equal to two right angles. 

    3.  This doctrine raises social life, inasmuch as it teaches us to hate no man, neither to 

despise, to deride, to envy, or to be angry, with any. Further, as it tells us that each should be 

content with his own, and helpful to his neighbour, not from any weak pity, favour, or 

superstition, but solely by the guidance of reason, according as the time and occasion 

demand, as I will show in Part III. 

    4.  Lastly, this doctrine confers no small advantage on the commonwealth; for it teaches 

how citizens should be governed and led, not so as to become slaves, but so that they may 

freely do whatsoever things are best. 

    I have thus fulfilled the promise made at the beginning of this note, and I thus bring the 

second part of my treatise to a close. I think I have therein explained the nature and properties 

of the human mind at sufficient length, and, considering the difficulty of the subject, with 

sufficient clearness. I have laid a foundation, whereon may be raised many excellent 

conclusions of the highest utility and most necessary to be known, as will, in what follows, be 

partly made plain. 


