
Quick and Dirty Summary of Spinoza and Kant (version 0.953) 

 

In the context of Aristotle’s treatment of “substance” and other “categories” – together 

with the ideas of causation and change, in general -- it is interesting to explore Spinoza’s 

understanding of substance and Kant’s understanding of categories (two philosophers 

from the modern period).  Below is a brief summary of their approaches to these topics.   

 

Spinoza:  There is only One Substance which Spinoza calls “God” or “Nature” and 

which, he says, has infinite “Attributes” of which we can only know two: “Thought” and 

“Extension”. 

 

Individual things (physical objects and organisms, on the one hand, AND “ideas” and 

“emotions”, on the other) are modifications (aka “Modes”) of the One (natural/divine) 

Substance.  Spinoza is rather unique in arguing that thoughts can only affect other 

thoughts and bodies can only affect other bodies.  In this way, he sidesteps the difficult 

question of how “minds” can affect “bodies” (the two operate in parallel and any 

apparent interaction is merely apparent). 

 

Kant:  We cannot know what reality is in itself – we can only know how it appears to us.  

“Things in themselves” or “the thing in itself” (das Ding an sich) may be loosely equated 

with the “noumenal realm” which is -- for human beings, at least -- a big unknown (X).  

In contrast, “the phenomenal realm” – the world of our experience in space and time is a 

representation or appearance of that which, otherwise, remains unknown.   

 

There is a kind of rough correspondence between Kant and Spinoza as follows: 

 

 For Kant, that which IS in itself appears through the forms of sensible intuition:  

time & space. 

 For Spinoza, God/Nature is conceived by human beings under two attributes: 

thought & extension. 

 Time is the form of “inner sense” (cf. “thought” for Spinoza) 

 Space is the form of “outer sense” (cf. “extension” for Spinoza) 

 

For Kant, these “forms of sensible intuition” have no absolute reality, but are in some 

sense projections (they are said to be transcendentally ideal). But insofar as we all intuit 

time and space in the same way, they are said to have “objective validity” and, so, are 

also referred to as empirically real.   

 

Spinoza’s attributes are also linked to the human mind or intellect:  He says, “By attribute 

I understand what the intellect perceives of substance as constituting its essence” (Ethics 

1, Def. 4).  Nevertheless, Spinoza is, in the final analysis, attempting to describe and 

explain reality as it IS, not simply as it appears. 

 

For Kant, that which appears on the horizon of space and time is rationally ordered by 

“categories of the understanding” which he arrives at through a rigorous process of 

“transcendental deduction” (rather than just casually discovering and cataloging them in a 



haphazard way, as Aristotle seems to have done).  In contrast to Aristotle, Kant claims 

that his table of categories is exhaustive, containing “all original pure concepts of 

synthesis that the understanding contains within itself a priori”and that “through them 

alone does experience become possible” (CPR, Analytic of Concepts).  

 

In this way, it comes to light that the thing in itself, which (as such) is inaccessible to 

human knowledge, is, nevertheless, represented on the horizon of space and time 

(through the “forms of sensible intuition”) by means of these a priori categories (a priori 

= independent of experience). The world, so represented, is then further ordered by a host 

of empirical categories (aka “concepts”) that are derived from and dependent on 

experience (a posteriori) and which may vary from culture to culture and, to some extent, 

from person to person.   

 

Because the “forms of sensible intuition” and the a priori “categories of the 

understanding” are the same for all human beings, the apparent world is said to have 

“objective validity” and the possibility of scientific knowledge is preserved and also 

explained.  Moreover, Kant argues that by limiting knowledge (to the world of 

appearances), he has made room for faith (by making room for the ideas of God, 

Freedom, and Immortality as “postulates of practical reason” --  ideas which we cannot 

rationally demonstrate, but in which, according to Kant, it is reasonable to believe). 

 

In contrast, to Kant, Spinoza is a determinist.  He believes that our current state of 

mind/body cannot be other than it is.  Happiness is arrived at by loving God/Nature: 

 
[All evils] seem to have arisen from the fact, that happiness or unhappiness is 
made wholly dependent on the quality of the object which we love. When a thing 
is not loved, no quarrels will arise concerning it --- no sadness be felt if it perishes 
--- no envy if it is possessed by another --- no fear, no hatred, in short no 
disturbances of the mind. All these arise from the love of what is perishable . . . 
But love towards a thing eternal and infinite feeds the mind wholly with joy, and is 
itself unmingled with any sadness, wherefore it is greatly to be desired and 
sought for with all our strength. . . . The chief good is . . . the knowledge of the 
union existing between the mind and the whole of nature (Essay on the 
Improvement of the Understanding). 

 

He concludes his major treatise, The Ethics, with this observation: 

 
“I have now completed all that I intended to demonstrate concerning the power of 
the mind over the emotions and concerning the freedom of the mind. This makes 
clear how strong the wise man is and how much he surpasses the ignorant man 
whose motive force is only lust. The ignorant man, besides being driven hither 
and thither by external causes, never possessing true contentment of spirit, lives 
as if he were unconscious of himself, God, and things, and as soon as he ceases 
to be passive, he at once ceases to be at all. On the other hand, the wise man, 
insofar as he is considered as such, suffers scarcely any disturbance of spirit, but 
being conscious, by virtue of a certain eternal necessity, of himself, of God and of 
things, never ceases to be, but always possesses true spiritual contentment." 


