Synopsis of The Ethics
Part I: 'Concerning God'

1-11 Every substance is necessarily infinite. God or Nature, the one infinite substance, necessarily exists.

12-13 The indivisibility of substance.

14-29  Whatsoever is, is in God. God, who is constrained by nothing, is the indwelling cause of all things. Individual things are modifications of the attributes of God. Nothing in Nature is contingent.

30-36  Intellect  and will.  Absurdity of  normal understanding of God's freedom of will.

Appendix: Attack on teleological explanation. Nature has no goal in view. What we see in Nature as good is simply a reflection of our interests.

Part II: 'Of the Nature and Origin of the Mind'

1-9  Thought and extension are attributes of God. The order and connection of ideas is the same as the order and connection of things.

10-13  The human mind is part of the infinite intellect of God. The relation between the mind and the body: the first is the idea of the second.

Lemmas 1-7  The distinction between, and the identity of, individual bodies.

14-31 Our ideas of external bodies involve the nature of our own body; and so we do not have an adequate knowledge of them. Our knowledge of our own mind and body.

32-43  True and false ideas. Adequate and inadequate ideas. Three kinds of knowledge.

44-47 Reason regards things as necessary; and, that is, under a certain form of eternity.

48-49  No free will. Will and understanding are one and the same.

Part III: 'On the Origin and Nature of the Emotions'

Introduction:  We must use the same method in understanding emotions and human conduct as we do in understanding anything else in nature.

1-3 The mind is active in so far as it has adequate ideas. (2 No mind-body interaction; no freedom.)

4-13  Everything, in itself, endeavours to persist in its own being. (Pleasure and pain.)

14-52  Explanation of central features of our emotional lives. Moral judgements dependent on our desires.

53-59  Distinction between active and passive emotions. The latter distinguished in terms of their objects.

'Definitions of the Emotions':  All emotions explained in terms of three primary ones: pleasure, pain, desire.

Definition of 'emotion'

Part IV: 'Of Human Bondage'

Preface:  Human infirmity in understanding and checking the emotions. God does not act for an end. Judgements of perfection and imperfection.

1 Knowledge, imagination, true ideas.

2-7 We are passive in so far as we are influenced by external factors. The passions. Ideas of good and evil.

9-13  Emotions, time and necessity.

14-18  Strength of desires (including those linked with knowledge of good and evil.)

Reason and virtue are acting in accordance with the laws of one's own nature; and that is pursuing what is good for one. We do this unless we are overcome by external causes. (Connected with his account of knowledge of good and evil.)

26-28  Connection between virtue and understanding.

29-34  Harmony, passion and what is good for us.

35-40  Virtue is living in accordance with reason. Those who follow virtue have a common good. The State.

41-58  The goodness and badness of various emotions - linked closely with pleasure and pain.

59-61  Actions not good or bad in themselves. Concerned with utility of the man as a whole.

62, 66  Reason influenced equally by past, present and future.

63-65  We are only lead by reason if we pursue the good. Knowledge of evil is inadequate.

67-73  Characteristics of the free man. (67: does not think of death. 68: no conception of good and evil.)

Appendix 1-9, 30-32:  Summary of fundamental ideas of Part IV.

Further reflections on proper emotions.

Part V, 'Of the Power of the Understanding, or Of Human Freedom'

Preface:   Summary of Descartes on mind-body interaction and freedom. The absurdity of the view.

1  Ideas in the mind paralleled by modifications in the body.

2-4  The control of the passions by forming clear and distinct ideas.

5-13  Power over emotions connected with understanding things as necessary and seeing that they do not have a single cause.

14-20  To understand oneself is to love God. No one can hate God (Nature).

21-23  There is something eternal in the human mind since there is in God an idea which expresses the essence of the body under the form of eternity.

24-28  Understanding  of  particular  things  is understanding of God. The highest virtue is to understand things by the third kind of knowledge.

29-31  Knowing things under the form of eternity ie seeing their necessity. This is knowledge of God. The mind is eternal in so far as it conceives things under the form of eternity.

32-37  The intellectual love of God. Arises from the third kind of knowledge. Our love of God is God's love of himself.

38-40  The more the mind understands, the less subject it is to evil emotions, the more it is active, the greater its perfection, and the more if it is eternal.

41-47  Blessedness is not the reward of virtue, but virtue itself.

Some key terminology

Substance: 'that which is in itself, and is conceived through itself: in other words, that of which a conception can be formed independently of any other conception' (1.def iii). Thus, a shape is not a substance. For there can't be a shape in a room without there being something in the room that has the shape. Similarly, there can't be a smile without a face; and we can't conceive of a smile without conceiving of something else ie a face on which it is a smile.

Mode: 'the modifications of substance, or that which exists in, and is conceived through, something other than itself (1.def v) As the round shape 'exists in' the ball, and the smile 'exists in' the face. [We might think of the substance/mode distinction as that between individual things and their properties. But, while not exactly wrong, the situation is complicated by the fact that Spinoza has doctrines according to which none of what we normally think of as 'individual things' actually are substances. When Spinoza speaks of a 'mode' (or 'modification') of Substance one can often take him to be referring to what we normally think of as an 'individual thing': for example, a tree or a person.]

Attribute: 'that which the intellect perceives as constituting the essence of substance' (1.def iv) An attribute is a way in which a particular individual can be conceived (conceptualized). For example (not Spinoza's), a particular painting can be conceived either as a painting of a human face or as a collection of patches of paint on a canvas; and we could give what is, in one sense, a complete description of the painting in either set of terms. In Spinoza's terminology, the painting can be conceived under two different 'attributes'.

