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Priority of Parts and Indivisibility in Spinoza’s Ethics

Reading Proposition 12 of Part |

Tatsuya TACHIBANA

Several studies have argued that one of Spinoza’s principal ideas is that parts are prior to their
whole, in reference to Proposition 12 of Part I of the Ethics, wherein he demonstrates the indivisibility
of substance, and by appealing to other texts. This study shows that such an idea is not Spinoza’s
principal idea, that is, he does not propose that the priority of parts should always hold. First, I argue
that Proposition 12, which is seemingly the only textual basis for the priority of parts thesis in the Ethics,
should be read independently of the thesis. Then, I demonstrate that any textual basis found in the other
works than the Ethics is only concerned with mereology under the following condition: the whole is
composed of parts distinct in reality. Thus, there is not sufficient evidence for Spinoza to consider that a
part should always be prior to its whole under any conditions. By further arguing that the conventional
interpretation of Proposition 12 understands it as too strong and too simple, perhaps more so than
Spinoza intended, I conclude that such an interpretation that directly connects the priority of parts to

indivisibility is also insufficient to explain the richness of his argument.
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