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EDUCATION 

Pomona College, 2009-2013. BA in Philosophy & Classics, summa cum laude. 
 
Cambridge University, 2013-2014. MPhil in Ancient Philosophy. 
MPhil Thesis: “The Reception of Plato’s Timaeus in Aristotle’s Metaphysics Zeta,” supervised 

by M. Hatzimichali, examined by J. Warren and R. Wardy, accepted with distinction. 
  
 Yale University, 2014-2018 (expected). PhD candidate in Philosophy. 

(declined admission offer to Philosophy & Classics Joint PhD) 
Dissertation: “Spinoza’s Metaphysics of Ideas: Deflating Necessity and Causation Through the 

Identity of Intellect and Will,” supervised by Michael Della Rocca (chair), Paul Franks, 
and Ken Winkler. (A dissertation abstract can be found at the end of this file.) 

 
AOS: Early Modern Philosophy 
 
AOC: History of Analytic Philosophy, Ancient Philosophy, Philosophy of Action, Metaphysics 
 
 

WORKS IN PROGRESS (drafts available upon request) 
 “Nonsense and the General Propositional Form,” under review.  
 

“Every Idea Is Nothing Apart from a Multiplicity of Ideas: Reconceiving Spinoza’s Identity of 
Intellect and Will,” under review. 

 
 “Does God Know Whether Spinoza Was a Necessitarian?” 
 
 “A Revival of Frege, the Specter of the Tractatus.”  

 
PRESENTATIONS 

“Does God Know Whether Spinoza Was a Necessitarian?”, 
at the Renaissance Lunch, Yale University, May 4, 2017. (invited) 

 
“Nonsense and the General Propositional Form,” 

at the Works in Progress Seminar, Yale University, October 26, 2016. 
 

“Spinoza’s Inferentialism,” 
at the Princeton-Penn-Columbia Graduate Conference in the History of Philosophy, 

Princeton University, May 21, 2016. (refereed) 
at the Harvard-Yale Workshop in the History of Philosophy, Harvard University, April 

29, 2016. 
 
COMMENTS 

Comments on Marko Malink, “Aristotle on Principles as Elements,” at the Yale Working Group 
in Ancient Philosophy, February 12, 2016. 
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Comments on Eric Schliesser, “The Astounding Afterlife of Cicero’s Posidonian Argument: 

How Modern Science was Thought to Presuppose God,” at the Society for Early Modern 
Philosophy at Yale, October 19, 2015. 

 
PHILOSOPHY TEACHING EXPERIENCE 

As Instructor of Record: 
 “Philosophy of Technology,” Summer 2018. 
 
As Teaching Fellow: 

“Realism, Idealism, and Romanticism” (Professor Paul Franks), Fall 2016. 
“Introduction to Ethics” (Professor Shelly Kagan), Spring 2017. 
“Introduction to Ancient Philosophy” (Professor Brad Inwood; Writing Intensive 

Course), Fall 2017. 
“Introduction to Early Modern Philosophy” (Professor Keith DeRose), Spring 2018. 

 
RESEARCH EXPERIENCE 

Research Assistant to Gabriele Cornelli, Spring 2012: I assisted with editing the English 
translation of Gabriele Cornelli's In Search of Pythagoreanism: Pythagoreanism as an 
Historiographical Category (De Gruyter, 2013). 

 
Research Assistant to Paul Franks, Summer 2015: I provided comments and a literature review 

for Paul Franks’ “Fichte’s Position: Anti-Subjectivism, Self-Awareness, and Self-Location in 
the Space of Reasons,” in David James and Günter Zöller (eds.), The Cambridge Companion 
to Fichte (Cambridge University Press, 2017). 

 
AWARDS 

Tileston Physics Non-Major Prize, 2012: Received for excellence in Quantum Mechanics. 
Phi Beta Kappa, 2012: Elected as a junior. 
Downing Fellowship, 2013: Provided full funding for a year's study at Cambridge. 
Harry J. Carroll Memorial Prize in Greek, 2013: Awarded to the best student in Ancient Greek. 
Morton O. Beckner Prize in Philosophy, 2013: Awarded to the best student in Philosophy. 
 

PROFESSIONAL SERVICE 
Yale Philosophy Graduate Student Representative, 2017: I was elected to a one-year term as the 

liaison between the philosophy faculty and graduate students. I pioneered several new 
policies aimed at giving graduate students a voice in department affairs. 

 
LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY 

Ancient Greek, Latin, French (reading) 
 

OTHER PROFESSIONAL SKILLS 
I maintain a side interest in computer science and I am proficient in Scheme, Standard ML, C, 

and scripting languages. I also have experience managing packages within the Debian and 
RPM ecosystems. From 2009 to 2010 I was a maintainer for Debian GNU/Linux. Since 
2017, I have been a packager for Fedora Linux. 

 
GRADUATE COURSEWORK (* = audit) 
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First-Year Seminar (Michael Della Rocca, Keith DeRose) 
 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics VI* (David Charles, Verity Harte) 
Aristotle and the Mind-Body Relationship (David Charles) 
Tutorial on Aristotle’s Metaphysics Zeta and Eta* (David Charles) 
 
Early Modern Philosophy of Language (Zoltan Szabo, Ken Winkler) 
History of Early Modern Ethics* (Steve Darwall) 
Rethinking Early Modern Rationalism* (Michael Della Rocca, Julia Borcherding) 
Descartes (Karsten Harries) 
Descartes* (Michael Della Rocca) 
Spinoza (Michael Della Rocca) 
Hume (Ken Winkler) 
Kant’s Philosophy of Religion (John Hare) 
 
History of Analytic Philosophy* (Paul Franks) 
Tutorial on Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy (Paul Franks) 
 
Mathematical Logic (Sun-Joo Shin) 
Philosophy of Logic* (Sun-Joo Shin) 
Truth, Propositions, and Paradox (Bruno Whittle) 
Metaphysics (George Bealer) 
Action and Metaphysics (Michael Della Rocca) 
Knowledge and Action* (Jason Stanley, Timothy Williamson) 
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michael.della@yale.edu 
203-432-2764 
 
Paul Franks 
paul.franks@yale.edu 
203-432-1683 
 
Kenneth Winkler 
kenneth.winkler@yale.edu 
203-432-1679 
 
Shelly Kagan (Teaching Reference) 
shelly.kagan@yale.edu 
203-432-1663 
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Dissertation Abstract 
 
Dissertation Title: “Spinoza’s Metaphysics of Ideas: Deflating Necessity and Causation Through the 
Identity of Intellect and Will” 
 
Dissertation Committee: Michael Della Rocca (chair), Paul Franks, Ken Winkler 
 
 My dissertation starts from the fact that most interpretations of Spinoza presuppose rather 
orthodox, contemporary conceptions of necessity and causation, without critically examining whether 
Spinoza’s epistemology would permit us adequate ideas of these contemporary concepts. I believe that 
we lack adequate ideas of these concepts as ordinarily understood, and that we can make progress in 
grasping Spinoza’s distinctive understanding of them by working backwards from his picture of 
adequate ideas. My fundamental suggestion is that we cannot understand Spinoza’s theory of ideas 
without first understanding his remarkable claim in Ethics 2p49 that the intellect and the will are one 
and the same, i.e., numerically identical. In the dissertation, I exploit Spinoza’s theory of intellect and 
will to show that for Spinoza there is no idea of causation separable from the idea of a particular mode, 
and that the idea of necessity is one and the same as the idea of existence. A theme throughout the 
dissertation is that the resulting picture has surprising parallels with Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus, although I make no claim that Wittgenstein was influenced in any way by Spinoza. 
 In Chapter 1, I present an interpretation of Spinoza’s theory of adequate ideas by developing his 
remarks about the identity of intellect and will. On the standard reading of Ethics 2p49, the identity of 
intellect and will simply entails that there is no bare entertaining of ideas; rather, we must either affirm 
or deny every idea we have. Drawing on the neglected details of Spinoza’s proof of Ethics 2p49, I 
argue instead that having an idea requires that we affirm that every property of the idea’s object holds 
of the idea’s object. Most adequate ideas thus turns out to be, metaphorically speaking, huge; e.g., to 
have the idea of God is to affirm everything true of the world. In Spinoza’s metaphysics of ideas, there 
is no distinction between essence and propria, and every affirmation or idea is indefinitely analyzable 
into further affirmations or ideas. I conclude with a parallel between my reading of Spinoza’s denial of 
the distinction between intellect and will and Wittgenstein’s remark in Tractatus 5.124 that a 
proposition asserts every proposition which follows from it.  
 In Chapter 2, I extend this theory of ideas to present a novel account of inadequate ideas. Any 
idea is nothing other than a collection of affirmations, and the object of any idea, whether adequate or 
inadequate, is that object or set of objects that have all the properties thus affirmed. In an inadequate 
idea, we confusedly join an image of a single thing with a more general idea whose affirmations are 
insufficiently fine-grained to pick out a single object.  Importantly, no idea qua idea is inadequate; even 
general ideas can be adequate, and inadequacy arises only from joining the imagination to such a 
general idea. These general ideas are in some sense particular; in God, two chairs are actually one 
thing, insofar as God has an idea that spans both. In principle, humans could also have adequate general 
ideas. This provides a new perspective on the extent of Spinoza’s commitment to nominalism. 
 This rich picture of ideas provides me with the resources to show that Spinoza’s system can 
operate without the contemporary conceptions of causation and necessity. Recently, several interpreters 
have suggested that we should reduce causation to conception, i.e., x causing y is nothing other than y 
being conceived through x. In Chapter 3, I rigorously develop this suggestion. A causal relation holds 
between two things just if the affirmations involved in the idea of the first are a subset or superset of 
the affirmations involved in the idea of the second, and causation is nothing more than this fact. In 
having the idea of the cause, we already assert the effect. The result is a theory of Spinozistic causation 
which looks similar to Wittgenstein’s remarks on inference in the Tractatus: We do not need causal 
relations or rules of inference; the causal relations between a mode and its consequences are fixed and 
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exhausted by the affirmations that make up that mode’s idea, just as the inferential relations between a 
proposition and its consequences are fixed and exhausted by the truth-grounds of the original 
proposition. 
 In Chapter 4, I turn to Spinoza’s account of necessity. The debate over whether Spinoza is a 
necessitarian suffers from a deep confusion because it imports our contemporary understanding of 
necessity as interdefined with possibility. I begin with Spinoza’s claim in Ethics 4p68 that the free man 
lacks an adequate idea of good because he lacks an adequate idea of evil, which has important roots in 
Maimonides. Since Spinoza denies that we have an adequate idea of possibility, I argue that this 
requires that Spinoza must reject any conception of necessity as defined in relation to possibility and 
any conception of possibility as defined in relation to necessity. In fact, a closer reading of Spinoza’s 
theory of adequate ideas reveals that adequate ideas need no obvious modal content at all: All that God 
needs to do to adequately represent the world is to represent what is the case, not what must or might 
be the case. I claim that this echoes the suggestion of Thomas Ricketts that, for Wittgenstein, 
possibility is one of the confused notions that we discard as we proceed through the Tractatus. 
Nonetheless, Spinoza does affirm in Ethics 2p44 that reason conceives of things as necessary. The best 
explanation for this remark is that necessity and existence are synonymous. Spinoza thus turns out to be 
the strongest possible sort of necessitarian: causation and existence are not just coextensive concepts, 
they are the same concept. 


