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Translator’s Preface

“We discover new ways of folding, ,. but we are always folding,
unfolding, refolding”: so ends Le Pli, Deleuze’s latest book, on
Leibniz, his first major historical study of a philosopher since the
present book was published twenty years before. Here the main
text closes: “It is hard, in the end, to say which is more impor-
tant: the differences between Leibniz and Spinoza in their evalua-
tion of expression; or their common reliance on this concept in
founding a Postcartesian philosophy.” Spinoza and Leibniz: two
different expressions of “expressionism in philosophy,” an expres-
sionism characterized in this book as a system of implicatio and
explicatio, enfolding and unfolding, implication and explication,
implying and explaining, involving and evolving, enveloping and
developing. Two systems of universal folding obtain: Spinoza’s
unfolded from the bare “simplicity” of an Infinity into which all
things are ultimately folded up, as into a universal map that folds
back into a single point; while Leibniz starts from the infinite
points in that map, each of which enfolds within its infinitely
“complex” identity all its relations with all other such points,
the unfolding of all these infinite relations being the evolution
of a Leibnizian Universe.

We are always involved in things and their implications and
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developments, always ourselves developing in our bodily “enve-
lope,” always explaining and implying. In Spinoza’s Latin the
distinctions between these various ways of being enfolded in a
universal “complication” or complexity of things are borne by the
different contexts, mental, physical, and so on, in which implicare,
explicare, and their derivatives are used. An English translator must
often identify the implicit or explicit context of a particular use

LLNTE

of one of these words and choose between, say, “imply,” “impli-

"o

cate,” “enfold” — or “explain,” “explicate,” “unfold” — while
Deleuze can retain in the French impliquer and expliquer several
of the multiple senses of the Latin. The English language has
developed differently from the French language. It has integrated
Latin and Germanic roots, where French has unfolded directly
from Latin. And this double system of English roots has allowed
a splitting of senses in the language of “folding” itself, so that a
Germanic vocabulary of “folds” must often be used in external,
physical, contexts, and one can only talk of a universal “folding”
of thoughts and things metaphorically. But what then becomes,

in English translation, of Deleuze’s attempt to organize Spinoza’s

Universe of internal Thought and external Extension in terms of

an “unfolding” of which the distinction of “inner” and “outer”
sides of things (ideas and bodies) is precisely the initial fold?

The problem does not end with folding itself, but becomes more
complex as the discussion extends to a general dynamics of Spin-
oza’s system. Thus while the Latin comprehendere and the French
comprendre cover both the “mental” sense of understanding (con-
taining or comprehending in thought) and the “physical” sense
of comprising, including (containing, “properly speaking™), an
English translator must either stretch his language beyond break-
ing point in an attempt to find some term (say, “comprehend”)

TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE

to cover both “sides” of the Latin or French word (everywhere
comprise”),

”

substituting it, then, for “understand,” “include,
or simply ask the reader to try to constantly bear in mind that
both sorts of containment are always to be understood as cor-
responding to a single “term” of the exposition, a term whose
single grammar or expressive logic must be understood as organ-
izing the relations of the two English “sides” of the term through-
out the book.

Then consider the Latin couple involvere and evolvere: an order
of continuous “turning” inward and outward, involution and evo-
lution, rather than the elementary order of folds. The French
envelopper covers both abstract and physical senses of “involving”
and “enveloping” or (once more) “enfolding.” (Just to compli-
cate matters further, the “envelope” which is the human body,
later identified by Deleuze as the primary “fold” of internal sub-
jective space in external visible space, is linked in French to that
order of folding by the fact that pli and enveloppe are two names
for the “envelope” in which we enfold things we send through
the postal system.)

Is this all a case of a seductive metaphor being finally neutral-
ized in English, once the implicit divergences of the “mental”
and “physical” grammars of folding in Latin and French are at last
made explicit? The metaphorical use of the language of “folding”
would then amount (in a familiar analysis) to a partial transposi-
tion or translation of the logic of some term (“fold,” say) from
its true or proper linguistic context (all the sentences in which
it can properly occur, with all their implications and explications)
into some only partly or superficially similar “analogous™ context.
English might then be said to have developed in accordance with
the Scholastic project of systematically distinguishing between
the multiple senses of “equivocal” words, in order to construct
a complete logic of true (as opposed to specious) implications
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and explications — with the “technical” or formal use of words
like “mode” (for example) properly distinguished from the impre-
cise informal use of the Latin modus or French mode, informally
rendered in English as “manner,” “way.”

Deleuze’s reconstruction of Spinoza’s system as a logic of expres-
sion is diametrically opposed to such a conception of “equivoca-
tion.” Curley does not list (the “equivocal,” “informal”) exprimere
as a “systematic” term in his glossary, and most commentators, as
Deleuze notes in his Introduction, have also passed over this term
in their reconstructions of the “logic” of the system. Deleuze’s
use of a disregarded term as the principal axis of his reconstruc-
tion of a philosophical or literary system had already character-
ized his earlier studies of Nietzsche and Proust (and has analogies
with, say, Barthes’ contemporary reading of Racine “in terms of”
solar imagery, which so scandalized the Old Criticism). Indeed
the language of “folding,” and an insistence upon the “meta-
phorical” multiplicity of sense as prior to any projected unitary
logical syntax, had already been applied in the 1964 reading of
Proust. And in the Logic of Sense that followed the present study
of Spinoza we find Deleuze inverting the traditional figures of
metaphorical use as a partial transposition or translation of a given
logic or grammar from its true context to some partly similar con-
text, and of metaphor or analogy “breaking down” at some point
where the logic of the two contexts diverges. Words are there
considered as “multiplicities” of sense, with no stable “home”
context, no primary identity: as transferrable among multiple con-
texts to produce various patterns of relations between things as
their essentially incomplete grammars or logics unfold in inter-
action with those of other words. Already in Difference and Repe-
tition, published jointly with the present book, it was precisely

TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE

the “breakdown” of the traditional logic of identity that organ-
ized fundamental “divergences” or radical differences as the prime
dimensionality or structure of unfolding experience.

Deleuze’s thought evolved from his first book (on Hume, 1953)
down to the present work in a series of historical studies (on
Nietzsche, Kant, Proust, Bergson and Sacher-Masoch). In each of
these the development of a “philosophy” is traced from some ver-
sion of an initial situation where some term in our experience
diverges from its apparent relations with some other terms, break-
ing out of that “space” of relations and provoking a reflection in
which we consider reorientations or reinscriptions of this and
other terms within a “virtual” matrix of possible unfoldings of
these terms and their relations in time. As reflection confronts
wider and wider systems of relations it proceeds toward the
inscription of all experience within the unchanging figure of
unfolding Time itself — that is, in Eternity. Such a “philosophy”
comes full-circle when the “subject,” as that term in our experi-
ence which is the locus of orientation of the space of present
appearances within the virtual matrix of all unfolding in time,
“orients” its own practical activity of interpretation, evaluation
or orientation of the terms of experience within this universal
matrix it has itself unfolded.

This figure of a practical and empirical “philosophy,” unfolded
through the sequence of earlier studies, here finds a systematic
and symmetric exposition in terms of “folding” itself, as a sys-
tem of universal “expression.”” But Spinoza sets out this system
“beginning with Infinity,” beginning from the bare or otherwise
indeterminate form of predication, attribution or determination
itself. In Difference and Repetition Deleuze sought to present the
universal “folding” of experience beginning rather with the finite

9
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terms of the initial situation of reflection — beginning, so to
speak, with the plurality of finite modes rather than the abstract
unity of substance. But the form of his presentation there (as,
together with this study, one of two theses submitted in order
to become eligible for a professorial chair in the old French uni-
versity system) was organized by what he has since called the
abstract textual code of the History of Philosophy: it was institu-
tionally abstracted from that dramatic interplay of discursive text
and external context already implicit in the insistence here on
the radical “expressive” parallelism of internal Thought and exter-
nal Extension, as articulated in the rhetorical orientation of
Spinoza’s logic in the “practical” apparatus of the scholia (and
reflected in Spinoza’s own dramatic embedding of biblical text
in historical context in the Theologico-Political Treatise). This book
and the companion thesis may thus be seen to prepare the transi-
tion from an abstract treatment of historical schemes of experi-
ence into the “dramatization” of reflection first manifested in the
general scenography of Capitalism and Schizophrenia, as Deleuze’s
logic is embedded in the rhetorical apparatus of Guattari’s cri-
tique of the coupled repression (rather than expression) of inner
and outer worlds. A second series of Deleuzian reflections unfolds
from this “scenography” of History toward its universal dramatic
frame, moving from a discursive confrontation with the visual
space of a Bacon painting, and with a visual space-time articu-
lated in the kinetics or kinematics of twentieth-century experi-
ence, through the Foucauldian figure of the radical “folding” of
inner in outer worlds that articulates the dynamic of Western sub-
jectivity, to a new coordination of the “internal” logical or psy-
chological folding of experience with the correlative external
space of visible relations (Deleuze once more finding in Leibniz,
as he had in Difference and Repetition, a primary model for the
inversion of the relations of infinite Substance and finite modes).

TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE

This second series of reflections will, it seems, once more con-
clude with Spinoza. Deleuze, discussing with the translator the
place of Expressionism in Philosophy in his development, writes:
“What interested me most in Spinoza wasn't his Substance,
but the composition of finite modes. I consider this one of the
most original aspects of my book. That is: the hope of making
substance turn on finite modes, or at least of seeing in substance
a plane of immanence in which finite modes operate, already
appears in this book. What I needed was both (1) the expressive
character of particular individuals, and (2) an immanence of
being. Leibniz, in a way, goes still further than Spinoza on the
first point. But on the second, Spinoza stands alone. One finds it
only in him. This is why I consider myself a Spinozist, rather than
a Leibnizian, although I owe a lot to Leibniz. In the book I'm
writing at the moment, What is Philosophy?, 1 try to return to this

_— problem of absolute immanence, and to say why Spinoza is for

me the ‘prince’ of philosophers.”



INTRODUCTION
The Role and Importance

of Expression

The idea of expression appears in the first Part of the Ethics as
early as the sixth Definition: “By God I understand a being abso-
lutely infinite, that is, a substance consisting of an infinity of attri-
butes, of which each one expresses an eternal and infinite essence.”
The idea goes on to develop increasing importance. It is taken
up again in various contexts. Thus Spinoza says that each attri-_
bute expresses a certain infinite and eternal essence, an essence
“corresponding to that particular kind of attribute. Or: each attri-
‘bute éxpresses the essence of substance, its being or reality. Or
again: each attribute expresses the infinity and necessity of sub-
stantial existence, that is, expresses eternity.! He also shows how
to pass from each of these formulations to the others. Thus each
attribute expresses an essence, insofar as it expresses in one form?
the essence of substance; and since the essence of substance nec-
essarily involves existence, it belongs to each attribute to express,
together with God’s essence, his eternal existence.? At the same
time the idea of expression contains within it all the difficulties
relating to the unity of substance and the diversity of its attri-
butes. The expressive nature of attributes thus appears as one of
the basic themes of the first Part of the Ethics.

Modes are, in their turn, expressive: “Whatever exists ex-

13
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presses the nature or essence of God in a certain and determinate
way” (that is, in a certain mode).3* So we must identify a second
level of expression: an expression, as it were, of expression itself.
Substance first expresses itself in its attributes, each attribute
E_Ei):réssing an essenccﬂth@:—n attributes express themselves in
their turn: they express themselves in their subordinate modes,
each such mode expressing a modification of the attribute. As we
will see, the first level of expression must be understood as the
very constitution, a genealogy almost, of the essence of substance.
The second must be understood as the very production of par-
ticular things. Thus God produces an infinity of things because
his essence is infinite; but having an infinity of attributes, he nec-
essarily produces these things in an infinity of modes, each of
which must be referred to an attribute to which it belongs.*
Expression is not of itself production, but becomes such on its
second level, as attributes in their turn express themselves. Con-
versely, expression as production is grounded in a prior expres-
sion. God expresses himself in himself “before” expressing him-
self in his effects: expresses himself by in himself constituting
natura naturans, before expressing himself through producing
within himself natura naturata.

The range of the notion of expression is not merely ontolog-
ical; its implications are also epistemological.c This is hardly sur-
prising, for ideas are modes of Thought: “Singular thoughts, or
this or that thought, are modes which express God’s nature in a
certain and determinate way.”S So knowledge becomes a sort of
expression. The knowledge of things bears the same relation to
the knowledge of God as the things themselves to God: “Since
without God nothing can exist or be conceived, it is evident that
all natural phenomena involve and express the conception of God
as far as their essence and perfection extend, so that we have
greater and more perfect knowledge of God in proportion to our

14
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knowledge of natural phenomena.”¢ The idea of God is expressed
in all our ideas as their source and their cause, so that ideas as a
whole exactly reproduce the order of Nature as a whole. And
ideas, in turn, express the essence, nature or perfection of their
objects: a thing’s definition or idea is said to express the thing’s
nature as it is in itself. Ideas are all the more perfect, the more
reality or perfection they express in their object; ideas which the
mind forms “absolutely” thus express infinity.? The mind con-
ceives things sub specie aeternitatis? through having an idea that
expresses the body’s essence from this point of view.® Spinoza’s
conception of the adequacy of ideas seems always to involve this
expressive character. From the Short Treatise onward he was seek-
ing a conception of knowledge that would account for it, not as
some operation on an object that remained outside it, but as a
reflection, an expression, of an object in the mind. This require-
ment persists in the Ethics, albeit understood in a new way. In nei-
ther case can it suffice to say that truth is simply present in ideas.
We must go on to ask what it is that is present in a true idea.
What expresses itself in a true idea? What does it express? If
Spinoza advances beyond the Cartesian conception of clarity and
distinctness to form his theory of adequacy, he does so, once
again, in terms of this problem of expression.

The word “express” has various synonyms. The Dutch text
of the Short Treatise does employ uytdrukken and uytbeelden (to
express), but shows a preference for vertoonen (at once to mani-
fest and to demonstrate): a thinking being expresses itself in an
infinity of ideas corresponding to an infinity of objects; but the
idea of the body directly manifests God; and attributes manifest
themselves in themselves.? In the Correction of the Understanding
attributes manifest (ostendunt) God’s essence.!? But such syno-
nyms are less significant than the correlates that accompany and
further specify the idea of expression: explicare and involvere. Thus

15



EXPRESSIONISM IN PHILOSOPHY: SPINOZA

definition is said not only to express the nature of what is defined,
but to involve and explicate it.'! Attributes not only express the
essence of substance: here they explicate it, there they involve
it.!2 Modes involve the concept of God as well as expressing it,
so the ideas that correspond to them involve, in their turn, God’s
eternal essence.!?

To explicate is to evolve, to involve is to implicate. Yet the
two terms are not opposites: they simply mark two aspects of
expression. Expression is on the one hand an explication, an
unfolding of what expresses itself,c the One manifesting itself in
the Many (substance manifesting itself in its attributes, and these
attributes manifesting themselves in their modes). Its multiple
expression, on the other hand, involves Unity. The One remains
involved in what expresses it, imprinted in what unfolds it, imma-
nent in whatever manifests it: expression is in this respect an
involvement. There is no conflict between the two terms, except
in one specific case which we will deal with later, in the con-
text of finite modes and their passions.!* Expression in general
involves and implicates what it expresses, while also explicating
and evolving it.

Implication and explication, involution and evolutionf: terms
inherited from a long philosophical tradition, always subject to
the charge of pantheism. Precisely because the two concepts are
not opposed to one another, they imply a principle of synthesis:
complicatio. In Neoplatonism complication often means at once the
inherence of multiplicity in the One, and of the One in the Many.
God is Nature taken “complicatively”; and this Nature both expli-
cates and implicates, involves and evolves God. God *“compli-
cates” everything, but all things explain and involve him. The
interplay of these notions, each contained in the other, consti-
tutes expression, and amounts to one of the characteristic figures
of Christian and Jewish Neoplatonism as it evolved through the

16
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Middle Ages and Renaissance. Thus expression has been taken to
be a basic category of Renaissance thought.!> In Spinoza, Nature
at once comprises and contains everything, while being expli-
cated and implicated in each thing. Attributes involve and expli-
cate substance, which in turn comprises all attributes. Modes
involve and explicate the attribute on which they depend, while
the attribute in turn contains the essences of all its modes. We
must ask how Spinoza fits into an expressionist tradition, to what
extent his position derives from it, and how he transforms it.

The question takes on added importance from the fact that
Leibniz also took expression as one of his basic concepts. In
Leibniz as in Spinoza expression has theological, ontological
and epistemological dimensions. It organizes their theories of
God, of creatures and of knowledge. Independently of one another
the two philosophers seem to rely on the idea of expression in
order to overcome difficulties in Cartesianism, to restore a
Philosophy of Nature, and even to incorporate Cartesian results

n systems thoroughly hostile to Descartes’s vision of the world.
o the extent that one may speak of the Anticartesianism of
Leibniz and Spinoza, such Anticartesianism is grounded in the
idea of expression.

If the idea of expression is so important, at once for an under-
standing of Spinoza’s system, for determining its relation to that
of Leibniz, and as bearing on the origin and development of the
two systems, then why have the most respected commentators
taken so little, if any, account of this notion in Spinoza’s philos-
ophy? Some completely ignore it. Others give it a certain indi-
rect significance, seeing in it another name for some deeper
principle. Thus expression is taken to be synonymous with “ema-
nation”: an approach that may already be found in Leibniz’s crit-
icism that Spinoza understood expression in cabalistic terms,

reducing it to a sort of emanation.'® Or expression is taken as

17



EXPRESSIONISM IN PHILOSOPHY: SPINOZA

another word for explication. Postkantian philosophers would seem
to have been well placed to recognize the presence in Spinozism
of that genetic movement of self-development for which they
sought anticipations everywhere. But the term “explication” con-
firmed their view that Spinoza had been no more able to conceive
a true evolution of substance, than to think through the transi-
tion from infinite to finite. Spinoza’s substance seemed to them
liteless, his expression intellectual and abstract, his attributes
“attributed™ to substance by an understanding that was itself
“explicative.”!7 Even Schelling, developing his philosophy of
manifestation (Offenbarung), claimed to be following Boehme,
rather than Spinoza: it was in Bochme, rather than in Spinoza or
even Leibniz, that he found the idea of expression (Ausdruck).
But one cannot reduce expression to the mere explication
of understanding without falling into anachronism. For explica-
tion, far from amounting to the operation of an understanding
that remains outside its object, amounts primarily to the object’s
own evolution, its very life. The traditional couple of explicatio
and complicatio historically reflects a vitalism never far from pan-
theism. Rather than expression being comprehensible in terms
of explication, explication in Spinoza as in his forerunners seems
to me to depend on some idea of expression. If attributes must
in principle be referred to an understanding that perceives or
comprehends them, this is primarily because they express the
essence of substance, and infinite essence cannot be expressed
without being “objectively” manifest in divine understanding.(Tt
is expression that underlies the relation of understanding between
‘thought and object, rather than the reverse.|As for emanation, one
does of course find traces of this, as of participation, in Spinoza.
The theory of expression and explication was after all developed,
in the Renaissance as in the Middle Ages, by authors steeped in
Neoplatonism. Yet its goal, and its result, was to thoroughly

18
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transform such Neoplatonism, to open it up to quite new lines
of development, far removed from those of emanation, even
where the two themes were both present. I would further claim
that emanation hardly helps us understand the idea of expression,
but that the idea of expression explains how Neoplatonism devel-
oped to the point where its very nature changed, explains, in par-
ticular, how emanative causes tended more and more to become
immanent ones.

Some recent commentators have directly considered the idea
of expression in Spinoza. Kaufmann sees in it a guiding thread
through the “Spinozist labyrinth,” but he insists upon the mysti-
cal and aesthetic character of the notion in general, independently
of the use made of it by Spinoza.!$ Darbon, from a different view-
point, devotes a fine passage to expression, but finally judges it
incomprehensible: “To explain the unity of substance, Spinoza
tells us only that each attribute expresses its essence. The expla-
nation, far from being any help, raises a host of difficulties. In the
first place, |what is expressed ought to be different from what ex-
presses itself, ..."” And Darbon concludes that “Each attribute
expresses the eternal and infinite essence of God; again we can-
not distinguish between what is expressed and what it expresses. One
sees how difficult a task the commentator faces, and how the ques-
tion of the relations between Spinozist substance and attributes
could have given rise to so many divergent interpretations.”!°

One can, though, explain this difficulty: ifhe idea of expres-
sion is neither defined nor deduced by Spinc;zé;_'nor could it be.
It appears as early as the sixth Definition, but is there no more
defined than it serves to define anything. It defines neither sub-
stance nor attribute, since these are already defined (Definitions
3 and 4). Nor God, who might equally well be defined without
reference to expression. Thus in the Short Treatise and in his cor-
respondence Spinoza often calls God a substance consisting of an

19
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infinity of attributes, each of which is infinite.20 So the idea of
expression seems to emerge only as determining the relation into
which attribute, substance and essence enter, once God for his
part is defined as a substance consisting of an infinity of attributes
that are themselves infinite. Expression does not relate to sub-
stance or attributes in general, in the abstract. When substance
is absolutely infinite, when it has an infinity of attributes, then,
and only then, are its attributes said to express its essence, for only
then does substance express itself in its attributes. It would be
wrong to invoke Definitions 3 and 4 in order to deduce directly
from them the relation between substance and atttribute in God,
because God himself “transforms” their relation, rendering it
absolute. Definitions 3 and 4 are merely nominal, the sixth Defini-
tion alone is a real one, with real consequences for substance, attri-
bute and essence. But what is this “transformation of relations”?
We will better understand it if we consider why expression is no
more deduced that it is defined.

To Tschirnhaus, worried about the famous sixteenth Propo-
sition of Part One of the Ethics, Spinoza concedes the important
point that there is a fundamental difference between philosoph-
ical demonstration and mathematical proof.2! From a definition
a mathematician can normally deduce only a single property of
the object defined; to know several properties he must introduce
new points of view and relate “the thing defined to other objects.”
Geometrical method is thus doubly limited, by the externality
of its viewpoints and the distributive character of the properties
it investigates. This was just Hegel’s point as, thinking of Spinoza,
he insisted that geometrical method was unable to frame the
organic movement or self-development that is alone appropriate
to the Abso]ute.l()onsider for example the proof that the sum
of the angles of a triangle is equal to two right angles, where
one begins by extending the base of the triangle. The base is

20
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hardly like some plant that grows by itself: it takes a mathemati-
cian to extend it, just as it is the mathematician who considers
from a new point of view the side of the triangle to which he
draws a line parallel, and so on. We cannot imagine that Spinoza
was unaware of such objections, for they are just those made by
Tschirnhaus.

Spinoza’s reply may at first seem disappointing: he says that
when the geometrical method is applied to real entities, and a
fortiori, when applied to absolute Being, then we are able to
deduce several properties at once. One might well think that
Spinoza is taking for granted just what is in question. But we are
disappointed only to the extent that we confuse two very differ-
ent problems of method. Spinoza asks:T[ I__s there not some way that
various properties deduced independently might be taken to-
gether, and various points of view extrinsic to a given definition
brought within what is defined?lleow, in the Correction of the
Understanding, Spinoza had shown that geometrical figures may
be defined genetically, or by a proximate cause.?? A circle is not
only the locus of points equally distant from a fixed point called
the center, but also the figure described by the moving endpoint
of any line whose other endpoint is fixed. Similarly, a sphere is
a figure described by the rotation of any semicircle about its
axis. Of course such causes are in geometry fictitious: fingo ad
libitum. As Hegel would say — and Spinoza would agree — a semi- |\
circle doesn’t rotate by itself. But if such causes are fictitious 0:'I
imaginary, it is because their only reality comes by inference from
their supposed effects. They are seen as heuristic devices, as con-
trived, as fictions, because the figures to which they relate are
things of reason. It is nonetheless true that properties that are
deduced independently by the mathematician, take on a collec-
tive being through these causes, by means of these fictions.??

When we come to the Absolute, however, there is no longer any
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fiction: cause is no longer inferred from effect. In taking Abso-
lute Infinity as a cause, we are not postulating, as for a rotating
semicircle, something that lies outside its concept. It involves
no fiction to consider modes in their infinite variety as proper-
ties jointly deduced from the definition of substance, and attri-
‘butes as points of view internal to the substance on which they
are so many views. So that if philosophy is amenable to mathe-
matical treatment, this is because mathematics finds its usual limi-
| tations overcome in philosophy. No problem is posed by the
application of geometrical method to the Absolute; rather does
it there find the natural way to overcome the difficulties that
beset it, while applied to things of reason.

Attributes are like points of view on substance; but in the
absolute limit these points of view are no longer external, and
substance contains within itself the infinity of its points of view
upon itself. Its modes are deduced from substance as properties
are deduced from a thing’s definition; but in the absolute limit,
these properties take on an infinite collective being. It is no
longer a matter of finite understanding deducing properties sin-
gly, reflecting on its object and explicating it by relating it to
other objects. It is now the object that expresses itself, the thing
itself that explicates itself. All its properties then jointly “fall
within an infinite undcrstanding."FS(_)'that_ there is no question of
deducing Expression: rather is it expression that embeds deduc-
tion in the Absolute, renders proof the direct manifestation of
absolutely infinite substance. One cannot understand attributes
without proof, which is the manifestation of the invisible, and
the view within which falls what thus manifests itself. Thus
demonstrations, says Spinoza, are the eyes through which the
mind sees.’#8
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The Triads of Substance



CHAPTER ONE

Numerical and Real Distinction

Expression presents us with a triad. In it we must distinguish sub-
stance, attributes and essence. Substance expresses itself, attri-
butes are expressions, and essence is expressed. The idea of
expression remains unintelligible while we see only two of the
terms whose relations it presents. We confuse substance and attri-
bute, attribute and essence, essence and substance, as long as we
fail to take into account the presence of a third term linking each
ppair. Substance and attribute are distinct, but only insofar as each
attribute expresses a certain essence. Attribute and essence are
distinct, but only insofar as every essence is expressed as an
essence of substance, rather than of attribute. The originality of
the concept of expression shows itself here: [essence, insofar as
it has existence, has no existence outside the attribute in which
it is expressed; and yet, as essence, it relates only to substancé‘.}.
An essence is expressed by each attribute, but this as an essence
of substance itself. Infinite essences are distinguished through the
attributes in which they find expression, but are identified in the
substance to which they relate. We everywhere confront the
necessity of distinguishing three terms: substance which expresses
itself, the attribute which expresses, and the essence which is
expressed. It is through attributes that essence is distinguished
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from substance, but through essence that substance is itself dis-
tinguished from attributes: a triad each of whose terms serves as
amiddle term relating the two others, in three syllogisms.

Expression is inherent in substance, insofar as substance is
absolutely infinite; in its attributes, insofar as they constitute an
infinity; in essence, insofar as each essence in an attribute is infi-
nite. Thus infinity has a nature. Merleau-Ponty has well brought
out what seems to us now the most difficult thing to understand
in the philosophies of the seventeenth century: the idea of a posi-
tive infinity as the “secret of grand Rationalism” — “an innocent
way of setting out in one’s thinking from infinity,” which finds
its most perfect embodiment in Spinozism.! Innocence does not
of course exclude the “labor of the concept.” Spinoza needed all
the resources of a novel conceptual frame to bring out the power
and the actuality of positive infinity. If the idea of expression pro-
vided this, it did so by introducing into infinity various distinc-
tions corresponding to the three terms, substance, attribute and
essence. What is the character of distinction within infinity?
What sort of distinction can one introduce into what is absolute,
lintc) the nature of God? Such is the first problem posed by the
idea of expression, and it dominates Part One of the Ethics.

At the very beginning of the Ethics Spinoza asks how two things,
in the most general sense of the word, can be distinguished, and
then how two substances, in the precise sense of that word, must
be distinguished. The first question leads into the second, and
the answer to the second question seems unequivocal: if two
“things” in general differ either by the attributes of their sub-
stance, or by its modes, then two substances cannot differ in
mode, but only in attribute. So that there cannot be two or more
substances of the same attribute.? There is no question that
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Spinoza is here setting out from a Cartesian framework, but what
must be most carefully considered is just what he takes over from
Descartes, what he discards and, above all, what he takes over
from Descartes in order to turn it against him.

The principle that there are only substances and modes, modes
being in something else, and substance in itself, may be found
quite explicitly in Descartes.? And if modes always presuppose a
substance, and are sufficient to give us knowledge of it, they do
so through a primary attribute which they imply, and which con-
stitutes the essence of the substance itself. Thus two or more sub-
stances are distinguished and distinctly known through their
primary attributes.* From this Descartes deduces that we can con-
ceive a real distinction between two substances, a modal distinc-
tion between a substance and a mode that presupposes it (without
in turn being presupposed by it) and a distinction of reason
between a substance and the attribute without which we could
have no distinct knowledge of the substance.’ Exclusion, unilat-
eral implication and abstraction correspond to these as criteria
applicable to corresponding ideas, or rather as the elementary
data of representation® which allow us to define and recognize
these varieties of distinction. The characterization and applica-
tion of these kinds of distinction play a crucial part in the elabo-
ration of the Cartesian system. Descartes no doubt drew on the
earlier efforts made by Suarez to bring order into this compli-
cated area,® but his own use of the three distinctions seems, in
its very richness, to introduce many further ambiguities.

An initial ambiguity, admitted by Descartes, concerns the dis-
tinction of reason, modal distinction and the relation between
them. The ambiguity comes out in the use of the words “mode,”
“attribute” and “quality” themselves. Any given attribute is a
quality, in that it qualifies a substance as this or that, but also a
mode, in that it diversifies it.7 How do primary attributes appear
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in this light? I cannot separate a substance from such an attribute
except by abstraction; but as long as 1 do not make it something
subsisting by itself, I can also distinguish such an attribute from
the substance, by considering it just as the substance’s property
of changing (of having, that is to say, various different shapes
or different thoughts). Thus Descartes says that extension and
thought may be distinctly conceived in two ways: “insofar as one
constitutes the nature of body, and the other that of the soul™;
and also through distinguishing each from their substance, by tak-
ing them simply as “modes” or “dependents.”$ Now, if in the first
case attributes distinguish the substances that they qualify, then
it surely appears, in the second case, that modes distinguish sub-
stances with the same attribute. Thus different shapes may be
referred to this or that body, really distinct from any other; and
different thoughts to really distinct souls. An attribute constitutes
the essence of the substance it qualifies, but this doesn’t prevent
it from also constituting the essence of the modes which it links
to substances sharing the same attribute. This dual aspect gener-
ates major difficulties in the Cartesian system.® Let it suffice here
to note the conclusion that there exist substances sharing the same
\attribute. In other words, there are numerical distinctions that are
at the same time real or substantial.

A second difficulty concerns real distinction considered alone.
It is, no less than the other forms, a datum of representation. Two
things are really distinct if one can conceive one of them clearly
and distinctly while excluding everything belonging to the con-
cept of the other. So that Descartes explains the criterion of real
distinction to Arnauld as the completeness of the idea alone. He
can quite rightly claim never to have confused things conceived
as really distinct with really distinct things; and yet the passage
from one to the other does appear to him to be perfectly legiti-
mate — the question is, where to make this passage. In the prog-
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ress of the Meditations we need only proceed as far as a divine
Creator to see that he would be singularly lacking in truthfulness
if he were to create things differing from the clear and distinct
ideas he gives us of them. Real distinction does not contain
within it the ground of things differing, but this ground is fur-
nished by the external and transcendent divine causality that cre-
ates substances conformably to our manner of conceiving them
as possible. Here again, all sorts of difficulties develop in rela-
tion to the idea of creation. The primary ambiguity attaches to
the definition of substance: “A thing that can exist by itself”10 Is
there not a contradiction in presenting existing-by-itself as itself
being simply a possibility? Here we may note a second conclu-
sion: God as creator effects our passage from substances conceived
as really distinct to really distinct substances. Real distinction,
whether between substances with different attributes, or those
with the same attribute, brings with it a division of things, that is,
a corresponding numerical distinction.

The opening of the Ethics is organized around these two Car-
tesian conclusions. Where lies the error, Spinoza asks, in suppos-
ing several substances sharing the same attribute? He refutes the
error in two ways, using a favorite style of argument: first through
a reductio ad absurdum, and then through a more complex proof.
If there were several substances with the same attribute, they
would have to be distinguished by their modes, which is absurd,
since substance is in its very nature anterior to its modes, none
of which it implies (this is the short way, taken at 1.5). The posi-
tive demonstration comes further on, in a scholium to Proposi-
tion 8: two substances with the same attribute would be only
numerically distinct — and the character of numerical distinction
is such as to exclude the possibility of making of it a real or sub-
stantial distinction.

According to the Scholium, a distinction would not be numer-
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ical if the things distinguished did not have the same concept or
definition; but in that case the things would not be distinct, were
there not an external cause, beside the definition, which deter-
mined that they exist in such a number. So that two or more
numerically distinct things presuppose something outside their
concept. Thus substances could only be numerically distinct
through the operation of some external causality that could pro-
duce them. But only by holding conjointly a number of confused
ideas can we claim that substances are produced. We say they
have a cause, but that we do not know how this cause operates;
we imagine that we have a true idea of these substances, since
they are conceived in themselves, but we are unsure of the truth
of this idea, because we do not know, from the substances them-
selves, whether they exist. This amounts to a criticism of the
odd Cartesian formula “what can exist by itself.” External cau-
sality does make sense, but only in relation to the existence of
finite modes: every existing mode may be referred to another,
precisely because it cannot exist by itself. To apply such causal-
ity to substance is to make it operate outside the terms that legiti-
mate and define it — to propose its operation in a sort of void,
and quite indeterminately. In short, external causality and numer-
ical distinction share the same fate of applying to modes, and
to modes alone.

The argument of Scholium 8 has, then, the following form:
(1) Numerical distinction requires an external cause to which it
may be referred; (2) But a substance cannot be referred to an
external cause, because of the contradiction implied in such a
use of causal principles; (3) So two or more substances cannot be
distinguished in numero, and there cannot be two substances with
the same attribute. The structure of the argument here differs
from that of the first eight proofs, which runs: (1) Two or more
substances cannot share the same attribute, for they would then
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rave to be distinguished by their modes, which is absurd; (2) So

that a substance cannot have a cause external to it, for to be pro-
duced or limited by another substance it would have to share the
same nature or the same attribute; (3) So that there cannot be
numerical distinction in any substance, of whatever attribute, and
“Every substance must be infinite.”!!

On the one hand, one deduces from the nature of numerical
distinction that it is inapplicable to substance; on the other, one
deduces from the nature of substance its infinity, and thus the
impossibility of applying to it numerical distinctions. In either
case, numerical distinction can never distinguish substances, but
only modes that involve the same attribute. For number expresses
in its own way the character of existing modes: the composite
nature of their parts, their limitation by other things of the same
nature, their determination from outside themselves. Number
thus goes on ad infinitum. But the question is, can it ever reach
infinity itself? Or, as Spinoza puts it: even in the case of modes,
is it from the multitude of parts that we infer their infinity?!?
When we make of numerical distinction a real or substantial dis-
tinction, we carry it to infinity, if only to ensure the convertibil-
ity that then becomes necessary between the attribute as such
and the infinity of finite parts which we distinguish in it. Great
absurdities then follow: “If an infinite quantity is measured by
parts equal to a foot, it will consist of an infinitely many such
parts, as it will also, if it is measured by parts equal to an inch.
And therefore, one infinite number will be twelve times greater
than another.” The absurdity does not, as Descartes thought,
lie in hypostatizing extension as an attribute, but rather in con-
ceiving it as measurable and composed of finite parts into which
one supposes it convertible. Physics here intervenes to support

|the principles of logic: the absence of a vacuum in nature means
simply that division into parts is not real distinction. Numerical
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Y]istinction is division, but division takes place only in modes,
only modes are divisible. !t

There cannot be several substances with the same attribute. From
which one may infer: from the viewpoint of relation, that one
substance is not produced by another; from the viewpoint of
modality, that it belongs to the nature of substance to exist;
and from the viewpoint of quality, that any substance is neces-
sarily infinite.!s But all these results are, so to speak, involved
in the argument relating to numerical distinction, and it is the
latter that brings us back around to our starting point: “There
exists only one substance of the same attribute.”'¢ Then, from
Proposition 9 on, Spinoza’s objective seems to shift. It is no
longer a question of demonstrating that there is only one sub-
stance for each attribute, but that there is only one substance
for all attributes. The passage from one theme to the next seems
difficult to grasp. For, in this new perspective, what implication
should be assigned to the first eight propositions? The problem
is clarified if we see that the passage from one theme to the
other may be effected by what is called in logic the conversion
of a negative universal. Numerical distinction is never real; then
conversely, real distinction is never numerical. Spinoza’s argu-
ment now becomes: attributes are really distinct; but real dis-
tinction is never numerical; so there is only one substance for
all attributes.

Spinoza says that attributes are “conceived to be really dis-
tinct.”17 One should not see in this formulation a weakened sense
of real distinction. Spinoza is neither suggesting that attributes
are other than we conceive them, nor that they are just concep-
tions we have of substance. Nor indeed should we think that he
is making a purely hypothetical or polemical use of real distinc-
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tion.'8 Real distinction, in the strictest sense, is always a datum
of representation. Two things are really distinct when they are
so conceived — that is, “one without the aid of the other,” in such
a way that we conceive one while denying everything belonging
to the concept of the other. In this respect there is no disagree-
ment whatever with Descartes: Spinoza accepts both his criter-
ion and his definition. The only thing at issue is whether real
distinction thus understood is, or is not, attended by a real divi-
sion among things. For Descartes, only the assumption of a divine
creator sustained such association. According to Spinoza, one can
only make division correspond to a real distinction by making
of the latter at least a potential numerical distinction, that is, by
confusing it with modal distinction. But real distinction cannot
be numerical or modal.

When Spinoza is asked how he comes to the idea of a single
substance for all attributes, he points out that he has put forward
two arguments: the more reality a being has, the more attributes
must be ascribed to it; and the more attributes we ascribe to a
being, the more we must accord it existence.!? But no such argu-
ment would suffice were it not supported by the analysis of real
distinction. Only that analysis, in fact, shows it to be possible to
ascribe all attributes to one being, and so to pass from the infin-
ity of each attribute to the absoluteness of a being that possesses
them all. And this passage, being possible, or implying no con-
tradiction, is then seen to be necessary, as in the proof of God’s
existence. Furthermore, it is the same argument over real dis-
tinction which shows that all the attributes amount to an infin-
ity. For we cannot pass through just three or four attributes
without bringing back into the absolute the same numerical dis-
tinction which we have just excluded from infinity.20

If substance were to be divided according to its attributes, it
would have to be taken as a genus, and the attributes as specific
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differences. Substance would be posited as a genus which would
tell us nothing in particular about anything. It would differ from
its attributes, as a genus from its differentia, and the attributes
would be distinct from corresponding substances, as specific
differences are distinct from the species themselves. Thus, by
making of the real distinction between attributes a numerical dis-
tinction between substances, one carries over mere distinctions
of reason into substantial reality. There can be no necessity of
existence in a substance of the same “species” as an attribute —
a specific difference determines only the possible existence of
objects corresponding to it within the genus. So substance is once
more reduced to the mere possibility of existence, with attributes
being nothing but an indication, a sign, of such possible existence.
The first critique to which Spinoza subjects the notion of sign
in the Ethics appears precisely in relation to real distinction.?!

eal distinction between attributes is no more the “sign” of a
diversity of substances than each attribute is the specific charac-
ter of some substance that corresponds, or might correspond, to
it. Substance is not a genus, nor are attributes differentia, nor are
qualified substances species.’? Spinoza condemns equally a think-
?ng that proceeds by genus and differentia, and a thinking that
proceeds by signs.

Régis, in a book in which he defends Descartes against Spinoza,
invokes the existence of two sorts of attributes: “specific” ones
which distinguish substances of different species, and “numerical”
ones which distinguish substances of the same species.”? But this
is just what Spinoza objects to in Cartesianism: according to him,
attributes are never specific or numerical. It seems we may sum
up Spinoza’s thesis thus: (1) In positing several substances with
ithe same attribute we make of numerical distinction a real dis-
tinction, but this is to confuse real and modal distinctions, treat-
ing modes as substances; and (2) in positing as many substances
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as there are different attributes we make of real distinction a
numerical distinction, confusing real distinction not only with
modal distinction, but with distinctions of reason as well.

In this context it appears difficult to consider the first eight prop-
ositions as having only a hypothetical sense. Some proceed as though
Spinoza began by arguing on the basis of a hypothesis that he
didn’t accept, as if setting out from a hypothesis that he intended
to refute. But this misses the categorical sense of the first eight
propositions. There are not several substances of the same attri-
bute, and numerical distinction is not real: we are not here
confronting a provisional hypothesis, valid up to the point where
we discover absolutely infinite substance, but have before us,
rather, a development that leads us inevitably to posit such a sub-
stance. And the categorical sense of the initial propositions is not
merely negative. As Spinoza says, “there exists only one substance
of a certain nature.” The identification of an attribute as belong-
ing to an infinitely perfect substance is, in the Ethics as in the
Short Treatise, no provisional hypothesis, but should be interpreted
positively from the viewpoint of quality. There is one substance
per attribute from the viewpoint of quality, but one single sub-
stance for all attributes from the viewpoint of quantity. What is
the sense of this purely qualitative multiplicity? The obscure for-
mulation reflects the difficulties of a finite understanding rising
to the comprehension of absolutely infinite substance, and is jus-
tified by the new status of real distinction. It means: substances
as qualified are qualitatively, but not quantitatively, distinct — or
to put it better, they are “formally,

"

quidditatively,” and not
“ontologically” distinct.

One of the sources of Spinoza’s Anticartesianism is to be found
in the theory of distinctions. In the Metaphysical Thoughts he sets
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out the Cartesian conception: “There are three kinds of distinc-
tion between things, real, modal, and of reason.” And he seems
to give his approval: “For the rest, we pay no attention to the
hodgepodge of Peripatetic distinctions.”?* But what counts is
not so much the list of accepted distinctions, but their meaning
and precise application. In this respect Spinoza retains nothing
Cartesian. The new status of real distinction is fundamental: as
purely qualitative, quidditative or formal, real distinction ex-
cludes any division. Yet isn’t this just one of those apparently
discredited Peripatetic distinctions returning under a Cartesian
name? That real distinction is not and cannot be numerical
appears to me to be one of the principal themes of the Ethics.
This thoroughly upsets the other distinctions. Not only is real
distinction no longer referred to numerically distinguished pos-
sible substances, but modal distinction, in its turn, is no longer
referred to accidents as contingent determinations. In Descartes
a certain contingency of modes echoes the simple possibility of
substances. It’s all very well for Descartes to insist that accidents
are not real, but substantial reality still has accidents. To be pro-
duced, modes require something other than the substance to
which they relate — either another substance that impresses
them in the first, or God who creates the first along with all that
depends on it. Spinoza’s view is quite different: there is no more
a contingency of modes in relation to substance than a possibil-
ity of substance in relation to attributes. Everything is neces-
sary, either from its essence or from its cause: Necessity is the
only affection of Being, the only modality. And the distinction
of reason is, in turn, thereby transformed. We will see that there
is no Cartesian axiom (Nothing has no properties, and so on)
that does not take on a new meaning, hostile to Cartesianism,
on the basis of the new theory of distinctions. The theory has as
its fundamental principle the qualitative status of real distinc-
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tion. Detached from all numerical distinction, real distinction
is carried into the absolute, and becomes capable of expressing
difference within Being, so bringing about the restructuring of
other distinctions.
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CHAPTER TwoO

Attribute as Expression

Spinoza doesn’t say that attributes exist of themselves, nor that
they are conceived in such a way that existence follows or results
from their essence. Nor again does he say that an attribute is in
itself and conceived through itself, like substance.! The status of
the attributes is sketched in the highly complex formulations of
the Short Treatise. So complex, indeed, that various hypotheses
are open to the reader: to assume various different dates of com-
position; to recognize the undeniably imperfect state of the man-
uscripts; or even to advert to the still hesitant state of Spinoza’s
thought. Such arguments are, however, only relevant once we
admit that the formulations of the Short Treatise are together
inconsistent, and inconsistent, furthermore, with the later matter
of the Ethics. But this does not seem to be the case. The relevant
passages of the Short Treatise are not so much supplanted by the
Ethics as transformed — and this through a more systematic use
of the idea of expression. So that, conversely, they may serve to
clarify the conceptual component of Spinoza’s thought that is
informed by this idea of expression.

These passages say, in turn: (1) “Existence belongs to the es-
sence of the attributes,* so that outside them? there is no essence
or being”; (2) “We understand them only in their essence, and not
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in their existence, i.e. [we do not understand] that their essence
necessarily belongs to their existence™; “you do not conceive of
them® as existing by themselves”; (3) They exist “formally” and
“in act”; “we prove a priori that they exist.”?

According to the first formulation, essence as essence has no
existence outside the attributes that constitute it. So that essence
distinguishes itself in the attributes in which it has existence. It
always exists in a genus — in as many genera as there are attri-
butes. Fach attribute, then, becomes the existence of an eternal
and infinite essence, a “particular essence.”* Spinoza can thus say
that it belongs to the essence of attributes to exist, but to exist,
precisely, in the attributes. Or even: “The existence of the attri-
butes does not differ from their essence.” The idea of expres-
sion, in the Ethics, adapts this initial step: the essence of substance
has no existence outside the attributes that express it, so that
each attribute expresses a certain eternal and infinite essence.
What is expressed has no existence outside its expressions; each
expression is, as it were, the existence of what is expressed. (This
is the same principle one finds in Leibniz, however different the
context: each monad is an expression of the world, but the world
therein expressed has no existence outside the monads that
express it.)

How can one say that the attributes express not only a certain
essence, but the essence of substance? This essence is expressed
as the essence of substance, and not that of an attribute. Essences
are thus distinct in the attributes in which they have their exist-
ence, but amount only to one single essence of substance. The
rule of convertibility states that every essence is the essence of
something. Essences are really distinct from the viewpoint of the
attributes, but essence is single from the viewpoint of the object
with which it is convertible. Attributes are not attributed to
corresponding substances of the same genus or species as them-
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selves; rather do they attribute their essence to something else,
which thus remains the same for all attributes. So that Spinoza
can go so far as to say: “If no existence follows from any sub-
stance’s essence if it is conceived separately, it follows that it is
not something singular, but must be something that is an attri-
bute of another, viz. the one, unique, universal being.... So no
real substance can be conceived in itself; instead it must belong
to something else.”s All existing essences are thus expressed by the
attributes in which they have existence, but this as the essence
of something else — that is, of one and the same thing for all attri-
butes. We can then ask: What is it that exists through itself, in
such a way that its existence follows from its essence? This is
clearly substance, the correlate of essence, rather than the attri-
bute in which essence has existence solely as essence. The exist-
ence of essence should not be confused with the existence of its
correlate. All existing essences relate or are attributable to sub-
stance, and this inasmuch as substance is the only being whose
existence necessarily follows from its essence. Substance is priv-
ileged to exist through itself: it is not the attribute that exists
through itself, but that to which the essence of each attribute
relates, in such a way that existence necessarily follows from the
essence thus constituted. So Spinoza may perfectly consistently
say of the attributes: “We conceive them only in their essence,
and not in their existence; we do not conceive them in such a
way that their existence follows from their essence.” This second
sort of formulation does not contradict the previous one, but
rather gives a measure of the deepening of a question, or a change
in perspective on it.,

[ What is expressed has no existence outside its expression,
but is expressed as the essence of what expresses itself. Once
again we face the necessity of distinguishing three terms: sub-
stance which expresses itself, attributes which are its expressions,
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and the essence which is expressed. Yet if attributes do indeed
express the essence of substance, how is it that they do not also
express the existence that necessarily follows from it? These same
attributes to which an existence in themselves is refused have
nonetheless, as attributes, an actual and necessary existence.
Furthermore, in demonstrating that something is an attribute,
we demonstrate, a priori, its existence. So the diverse formula-
tions of the Short Treatise should be interpreted as relating in
turn to the existence of essence, the existence of substance and the
xistence of the attribute itself. And it is the idea of expression that,
in the Ethics, combines these three moments and gives them a
systematic form.

The problem of divine attributes had always been closely related
to that of divine names. How could we name God, had we not
some sort of knowledge of him? But how could we know him,
unless he made himself known in some way, revealing and ex-
pressing himself? It is a God who speaks, the divine Word, who
seals the alliance of attributes and names. Names are attributes,
insofar as attributes are expressions. True, the whole question is
then that of knowing what they express: the very nature of God
as it is in itself, or only the actions of God as Creator, or even
just extrinsic divine qualities, relative to creatures? Spinoza does
not fail to bring in this traditional problem. He is too good a
grammarian to overlook the connection between names and attri-
butes. In the Theologico-Political Treatise he asks under what names,
or by which attributes, God reveals himself in Scripture: asks
what it is for God to speak, what expressive character should be
seen in the voice of God. And when he wants to illustrate what
he personally understands by an attribute, he thinks of the exam-
ple of proper names: “By Israel I understand the third patriarch;
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I understand the same by Jacob, the name which was given him
because he had seized his brother’s heel.” The relation of Spin-
ozism to the theory of naming must be considered in two aspects.
How does Spinoza fit in this tradition? But above all how does
he renew it? One may already foresee that he renews it doubly:
by an alternative conception of names or attributes, and by an
alternative determination of what an attribute is.

Attributes are for Spinoza dynamic and active forms. And
here at once we have what seems essential: attributes are no
longer attributed, but are in some sense “attributive.” Each attri-
bute expresses an essence, and attributes it to substance. All the
attributed essences coalesce in the substance of which they are
the essence. As long as we conceive the attribute as something
attributed, we thereby conceive a substance of the same species
or genus; such a substance then has in itself only a possible exist-
ence, since it is dependent on the goodwill of a transcendent God
to give it an existence conforming to the attribute through which
we know it. On the other hand, as soon as we posit the attribute
as “attributive” we conceive it as attributing its essence to some-
thing that remains identical for all attributes, that is, to neces-
sarily existing substance. The attribute refers his essence to an
immanent God who is the principle and the result of a metaphys-
ical necessity. Attributes are thus truly Words in Spinoza, with
expressive value: they are dynamic, no longer attributed to vary-
ing substances, but attributing something to a unique substance.

But what do they attribute, what do they express? Each attri-
bute attributes an infinite essence, that is, an unlimited quality.
And these qualities are substantial, because they all qualify an
identical substance possessing all the attributes. So there are two
ways of identifying what is an attribute: either one looks, a priori,
for qualities conceived as unlimited, or, setting out from what
is limited, one looks, a posteriori, for qualities that may be taken
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to infinity, which are as it were “involved” in the limits of the
finite — from this or that thought we deduce Thought as an infi-
nite attribute of God, from this or that body we deduce Exten-
sion as an infinite attribute.”

The latter, a posteriori, method, should be studied closely, for
it presents the problem of the involvement of infinity in its
entirety. [t amounts to giving us a knowledge of the divine attri-
butes which begins from that of “creatures.” But its way is not
through abstraction or analogy. Attributes are not abstracted from
particular things, still less transferred to God analogically. Attri-
butes are reached directly as forms of being common to creatures and
;.'to God, common to modes and to substance. One can easily enough
'see the supposed danger of such a method: anthropomorphism
and, more generally, the confusion of finite and infinite. An ana-
Iogica\method sets out explicitly to avoid anthropomorphism:
according to Aquinas, qualities attributed to God imply no com-
munity of form between divine substance and creatures, but only
an analogy, a “congruence” of proportion or proportionality. In
some cases God formally possesses a perfection that remains
extrinsic for creatures, in some cases he eminently possesses a
perfection that is formally congruent with that perfection in crea-
tures. The significance of Spinozism may here be judged by the
way in which it inverts the problem. Whenever we proceed by
analogy we borrow from creatures certain characteristics in order
to attribute them to God either equivocally or eminently. Thus
God has Will, Understanding, Goodness, Wisdom and so on, but
has them equivocally or eminently.? Analogy cannot do without
equivocation or eminence, and hence contains a subtle anthro-
pomorphism, just as dangerous as the naive variety. It is obvious
that a triangle, could it speak, would say that God was eminently
triangular. The analogical method denies that there are forms
common to God and to creatures but, far from escaping the mis-

46

ATTRIBUTE AS EXPRESSION

take it denounces, it constantly confuses the essences of creatures
with the essence of God. In some cases it does away with the
essence of particular things, reducing their qualities to determi-
nations that can belong intrinsically only to God, in some cases
it does away with the essence of God, lending to him eminently
what creatures possess formally. Spinoza, on the other hand,
insists on the identity of form between creatures and God, while
permitting no confusion of essence.

Attributes constitute the essence of substance, but in no sense
constitute the essence of modes or of creatures. Yet they are forms
common to both, since creatures imply them both in their own
essence and in their existence. Whence the importance of the
rule of convertibility: the essence is not only that without which
a thing can neither be nor be conceived, but is conversely that
which cannot be nor be conceived outside the thing. It is in
accordance with this rule that attributes are indeed the essence
of substance, but are in no sense that of modes, such as man: they
can very easily be conceived outside their modes.? It remains that
modes involve or imply them, and imply them precisely in the form
belonging to them insofar as they constitute the essence of God. Which
amounts to saying that attributes in their turn contain or com-
prehend the essences of modes, and this formally, not eminently.
Attributes are thus forms common to God, whose essence they consti-
tute, and to modes or creatures which imply them essentially. The same
forms may be asserted of God and of creatures, even though God
and creatures differ in both essence and existence. The difference
consists precisely in this, that modes are only comprehended
under these forms, while God, on the other hand, is convertible
with them. But such a difference does not impinge on the for-
mal reason of the attribute taken as such.

Spinoza is very conscious of his originality here. On the grounds
that creatures differ from God both in essence and existence, it
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was claimed that God had nothing in common with creatures for-
mally. But in fact quite the reverse is the case: the same attributes
are predicated of God who explicates himself in them, and of
modes which imply them — imply them in the same form in
which they are congruent with God. Furthermore, as long as one
refuses community of form, one is condemned to confuse the
essences of creatures and God through analogy. As soon as one
posits community of form, one has the means of distinguishing
them. Spinoza can thus pride himself not only on having reduced
to the status of creatures things that had previously been consid-
ered as attributes of God, but on having at the same time raised
to the status of diyine attributes things that had before him been
considered as cn.azlures.m As a rule Spinoza sees no contradiction
between the assertion of a community of form and the positing
of a distinction of essences. In adjacent passages he says: (1) If
things have nothing in common, one cannot be the cause of the
other; (2) If a thing is cause of both the essence and existence of
another, then it must differ from it both in the ground of its
essence, and in that of its existence.!! The matter of reconciling
these two passages does not seem to me to raise any particular
jproblem in Spinozism. Spinoza is himself taken aback that his cor-
'respondents should be taken aback, and reminds them that he
has every ground for saying both that creatures differ from God
in essence and existence, and that God has something in com-
imon with creatures formally.'?

Spinoza’s method is neither abstract nor analogical. It is a
formal method based on community, working with common
notions. And the whole of Spinoza’s theory of common notions
finds its principle precisely in this status of the attribute. If one
is to give a name to this method, as to the underlying theory, it
is easy to recognize here the great tradition of univocity. I believe
that Spinoza’s philosophy remains in part unintelligible if one does not
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see in it a constant struggle against the three notions of equivocation,
eminence and analogy. The attributes are, according to Spinoza,
univocal forms of being which do not change their nature in
changing their “subject” — that is, when predicated of infinite
being and finite beings, substance and modes, God and creatures.
I believe it takes nothing away from Spinoza’s originality to place
him in a perspective that may already be found in Duns Scotus.
The analysis of how Spinoza for his part interprets the notion of
univocity, how he understands it in an altogether different way
from Duns Scotus, must be postponed until later. It will suffice
for the moment to bring together the primary determinations of
the attribute. Attributes are infinite forms of being, unlimited,
ultimate, irreducible formal reasons; these forms are common to
God whose essence they constitute, and to modes which in their
own essence imply them. Attributes are Words expressing unlim-
ited qualities; these qualities are as it were involved in the limits
of the finite. Attributes are expressions of God; these expressions
f God are univocal, constituting the very nature of God as natura _
aturans, and involved in the nature of things or natura naturata
hich, in a certain way, re-expresses them in its turn.

Spinoza is able on this basis to distinguish attributes and propria.
His starting point is Aristotelian: a proprium is what belongs to a
thing, but can never explain what it is. Thus the propria of God
are just “adjectives” which give us no substantial knowledge; God ,
would not be God without them, but is not God through them.!3
Spinoza could, in accordance with a long tradition, give to these
propria the name of attribute; but there would then still be,
according to him, a difference of nature between two sorts of
attribute. But what does Spinoza mean, when he adds that the
propria of God are only “modes which may be attributed to
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him”?4 Mode should not here be taken in the particular sense
often given to it by Spinoza, but in the more general scholastic
sense of a “modality of essence.” Infinite, perfect, immutable,
eternal are propria that may be predicated of all attributes. Omnis-
cient, omnipresent are propria predicated of a particular attribute
(Thought, Extension). All attributes express the essence of sub-
stance; each attribute expresses an essence of substance. But
propria express nothing: “Through these propria we can know nei-
ther what the being to which these belong is, nor what attributes
it has.”!s They do not constitute the nature of substance, but are
predicated of what constitutes that nature. So they do not form
the essence of Being, but only a modality of that essence as
already formed. Infinite is the proprium of substance, that is, the
modality of each of the attributes that constitute its essence.
Omniscient is the proprium of thinking substance, that is, the infi-
nite modality of that attribute, Thought, which expresses an
essence of substance. Propria are not properly speaking attributes,
precisely because they are not expressive. Rather are they like
“impressed notions,” like characters imprinted, either in all attri-
butes, or in some one or other of them. The opposition of attri-
bute and proprium turns then on two points. Attributes are Words
expressing substantial essences or qualities, while propria are only
adjectives indicating a modality of those essences or qualities.
God’s attributes are common forms, common to substance which
is their converse, and to modes which imply them without being
convertible with them, while God’s propria are truly proper to
God, not being predicable of modes, but only of attributes.

A second category of propria relate to God as cause, insofar
as he acts or produces something: not as infinite, perfect, eter-
nal, immutable, but as cause of all things, predestination, provi-
dence. !¢ Now, since God produces things within his attributes,
these propria are subject to the same principle as the previous
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ones. Some are predicable of all attributes, others of one or other
of them. The second sort of propria are still adjectival, but instead
of indicating modalities, these indicate relations — God’s relations
to his creatures or to his productions. Finally, a third category
embraces propria that do not even belong to God: God as summum
bonum, as compassionate, as just and charitable.!? Here it is pri-
marily the Theologico-Political Treatise that clarifies the matter. The
treatise speaks of divine justice and charity as “attributes which
a certain manner of life will enable men to imitate.”!8 These
propria do not belong to God as cause; it is no longer a question of
some relation of God to his creatures, but of extrinsic determi-
nations which indicate only the way in which creatures imagine
God. It is true that these denominations have extremely varia-
ble senses and values: they go so far as to give God eminence in
all kinds of things — a divine mouth and eyes, moral qualities and
sublime passions, mountains and heavens. But, even if we restrict
ourselves to justice and charity, we arrive at nothing of God’s
nature, nor of his operations as Cause. Adam, Abraham and Moses
were ignorant not only of the true divine attributes, but also of
most of the propria of the first and second sort.! God revealed
himself to them under extrinsic denominations which served
them as warnings, commandments, rules and models of life. More
than ever, it must be said that this third kind of proprium is in no
way expressive. They are not divine expressions, but notions
impressed in the imagination to make us obey and serve a God
of whose nature we are ignorant.
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CHAPTER THREE

Attributes and Divine Names

According to a long tradition, divine names relate to manifesta-
tions of God. Conversely, divine manifestations are a speech
through which God makes himself known by some name or other.
So that it amounts to the same thing to ask whether the names
that designate God are affirmations® or negations, or whether the
qualities that manifest him and the attributes that belong to him
are positive or negative. The concept of expression, at once
speech and manifestation, light and sound, seems to have a logic
of its own which favors both alternatives. Sometimes one may
emphasize positivity, that is, the immanence of what is expressed
in expression, sometimes “negativity,” that is, the transcendence
of what expresses itself in relation to all expressions. What con-
ceals also expresses, but what expresses still conceals. Thus it is
all a question of emphasis in the problem of divine names, or the
attributes of God. That theology that is called negative admits
that affirmations are able to designate God as cause, subject to
rules of immanence which lead from what is nearest to what
is farthest from him. But God as substance or essence can be
defined only negatively, according to rules of transcendence
whereby one denies in their turn names that are farthest from
him, then those that are nearest. And then suprasubstantial and
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superessential deity stands splendidly as far from all negation as
from all affirmation. Negative theology thus combines the nega-
tive method with the affirmative, and claims to go beyond both.
How would one know what must be denied of God as essence,
if one didn’t first of all know what one should affirm of him as
cause? Negative theology can therefore only be defined by its
dynamics: one goes beyond affirmations in negations, and beyond
both affirmations and negations in a shadowy eminence.

A theology of more positive ambitions, such as that of Saint
Thomas, relies on analogy to ground new affirmative rules. Pos-
itive qualities do not merely indicate God as a cause, but belong
to him substantially, as long as they are treated analogically. That
God is good doesn’t mean that God is not evil, nor that he is the
cause of goodness; the truth is rather that what we call goodness
in creatures “preexists” in God in a higher modality that accords
with divine substance. Here once more, it is a dynamic that
defines the new method. This dynamic, in its turn, maintains the
force of the negative and the eminent, but comprehends it within
analogy: one proceeds from a prior negation to a positive attri-
bute, the attribute then applying to God formaliter eminenter.

Both Arab and Jewish philosophy came up against the same
problem. How could names apply not only to God as cause, but
to the essence of God? Must they be taken negatively, denied
according to certain rules? Must they be affirmed, according to
other rules? If, though, we adopt the Spinozist viewpoint, both
approaches appear equally false, because the problem to which
they relate is itself an altogether false one.

Spinoza’s tripartite division of propria obviously reproduces a
traditional classification of divine attributes: (1) symbolic denom-
inations, forms and figures, signs and rites, metonymies from the
sensible to the divine; (2) attributes of action; (3) attributes of
essence. Take an ordinary list of divine attributes: goodness,
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being, reason, life, intelligence, wisdom, virtue, beatitude, truth,
eternity; or greatness, love, peace, unity, perfection. It might be
asked whether these attributes belong to the essence of God,
whether they must be understood as conditional affirmations, or
as negations marking only the ablation of some privation. But
according to Spinoza, such questions do not arise, because the
greater part of these attributes are only propria. And the rest are
beings of reason. They express nothing of the nature of God,
either negatively or positively. God is no more concealed in them
than expressed by them. Propria are neither negative nor affirma-
tive; one might say, in Kantian style, that they are indefinite.
When one confuses the divine nature with propria, one inevitably
has an idea of God that is itself indefinite. One then oscillates
between an eminent conception of negation and an analogical
conception of affirmation. Each, through its dynamic, implies
something of the other. One gets a false conception of negation
by introducing analogy into what is affirmed. And an affirmation
that is no longer univocal, no longer formally affirmed of its
objects, is no longer an affirmation.

It is one of Spinoza’s principal theses that the nature of God
has never been defined, because it has always been confused with
his “propria” This explains his attitude toward theologians. And
philosophers have in their turn followed the path of theology:
Descartes himself thought that the nature of God consisted in
infinite perfection. Infinite perfection, though, is only a modal-
ity of that which constitutes the divine nature. Only attributes
in the true sense of the word (Thought, Extension) are the con-
stitutive elements of God, his constituent expressions, his affir-
mations, his positive and formal reasons, in a word, his nature.
But one then asks precisely why these attributes, with no inher-
ent tendency to concealment, should have been passed over, why
God was denatured by a confusion with the propria which gave
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him an indefinite image. A reason must be found to explain why
Spinoza’s predecessors, in spite of all their ingenuity, confined
themselves to properties and were unable to discover the nature
of God.

Spinoza’s answer is simple: they lacked a historical, critical
and internal method capable of interpreting Scripture.? They
didn’t ask about the plan of the sacred texts. They took them as
the Word of God, God’s way of expressing himself. What the
texts said of God all seemed to be something “expressed,” and
what they didn’t say seemed inexpressible.? It was never asked
“does religious revelation relate to the nature of God?,” “is its
end to make this nature known to us?,” “is it amenable to the
positive or negative treatments whose application is supposed to
complete the determination of this nature?” Revelation concerns,
in truth, only certain propria. It in no way sets out to make known
to us the divine nature and its attributes. What we find in Scrip-
ture is of course heterogeneous: here we have specific ritual
teachings, there universal moral teachings; sometimes we even
find speculative teaching — the minimum of speculation required
for moral teaching. But no attribute of God is ever revealed. Only
varying “signs,” extrinsic denominations that guarantee some
divine commandment. At best, “propria” such as divine existence,
unity, omniscience and omnipresence, which guarantee a moral
teaching.* For the end of Scripture is to subject us to models of
life, to make us obey, and ground our obedience. So it would be
absurd to think that knowledge might be substituted for revela-
tion: how could the divine nature, were it known, serve as a prac-
tical rule in daily life? And still more absurd to believe that
revelation makes known to us something of the nature or essence
of God. Yet this absurdity runs through all theology. And thereby
compromises philosophy as a whole. Sometimes the propria of reve-
lation are subjected to a special treatment that reconciles them
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with reason; sometimes, even, propria of reason are found, dis-
tinct from those of revelation. But this provides no way out of
theology; one still relies on properties to express the nature of
God. One fails to appreciate the difference of nature between
them and true attributes. And God will always inevitably be emi-
nent in relation to his propria. Once one ascribes to them an
expressive value they do not have, one ascribes to divine sub-
stance an inexpressible nature which it does not have either.
Revelation and expression: never was the effort to distinguish
two domains pushed further. Or to distinguish two heterogene-
ous relations: that of sign and signified, that of expression and
expressed. A sign always attaches to a proprium; it always signifies
a commandment; and it grounds our obedience. Expression always
relates to an attribute; it expresses an essence, that is, a nature in
the infinitive; it makes it known to us. So that the “Word of God”
has two very different senses: an expressive Word, which has no
need of words or signs, but only of God’s essence and man’s
understanding; and an impressed, imperative Word, operating
through sign and commandment.? The latter is not expressive, but
strikes our imagination and inspires in us the required submis-
sion.> Should one say, at least, that commandments “express” the
wishes of God? But that would in turn prejudge will as belong-
ing to the nature of God, take a being of reason, an extrinsic
determination, for a divine attribute. Any mixing of the two
domains is fatal. Whenever one takes a sign for an expression,
one sees mysteries everywhere, including, above all, Scripture
itself. Like the Jews who think that everything, unconditionally,
expresses God.® One then gets a mystical conception of expres-
sion: it seems no less to conceal than to reveal what it expresses.
Enigmas, parables, symbols, analogies, metonymies come in this
way to disturb the rational and positive order of pure expression.
Truly, Scripture is indeed the Word of God, but as a command-
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ing speech: imperative, it expresses nothing, because it makes
known no divine attribute.

Spinoza’s analysis does not merely mark the irreducibility of
these domains. It proposes an explanation of signs which is a sort
of genesis of an illusion. It is not, indeed, false to say that every-
thing expresses God. The whole order of Nature is expressive.
But it is a simple misunderstanding of natural law to grasp it as
an imperative or commandment. When Spinoza comes to illus-
trate different kinds of knowledge with the famous example of
proportional numbers, he shows that, on the lowest level, we do
not understand the rule of proportionality: so we hold on to a
sign that tells us what operation we should make on these num-
bers. Even technical rules take on a moral aspect when we make
no sense of them and only cling to a sign. This is still more the
case with laws of Nature. God reveals to Adam that ingesting the
apple would have terrible consequences; but Adam, powerless to
grasp the constitutive relations of things, imagines this law of
Nature to be a moral law forbidding him to eat the fruit, and God
himself to be a ruler who punishes him for having eaten it.” The
sign is the very thing of prophecy; and prophets, after all, have
strong imagination and weak understanding.® Expressions of God
never enter the imagination, which grasps everything under the
aspect of sign and commandment.

God expresses himself neither in signs, nor in propria. When
we read in Exodus that God revealed himself to Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob, not as Jehovah, but as Shaddai (sufficing for the needs
of all), we should not see in this the mystery of the tetragram-
maton, or the supereminence of God considered in his absolute
nature. We should see rather that the revelation does not have
the expression of this nature or essence as its object.? Natural
knowledge, on the other hand, does imply the essence of God;
implies it because it is a knowledge of the attributes that actu-

8

ATTRIBUTES AND DIVINE NAMES

ally express this essence. God expresses himself in his attributes,
and attributes express themselves in dependent modes: this is
how the order of Nature manifests God. The only names expres-
sive of God, the only divine expressions, are then the attributes:
common forms predicable of substance and modes. If we know
only two of these, it is just because we are constituted by a mode
of Extension and a mode of Thought. These attributes do not,
at least, require any revelation, but only the light of Nature. We
know them as they are in God, in their being that is common
to substance and modes. Spinoza insists on this point, citing a
passage from Saint Paul which he makes almost a manifesto of
univocity: “The invisible things of God from the creation of
the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that
are made...."”10¢ The univocity of attributes merges with their
expressivity: attributes are, indissolubly, expressive and univocal.
Attributes no more serve to deny anything than they are them-
selves denied of essence. Nor are they affirmed of God by analogy.
An affirmation by analogy is worth no more than a negation by
eminence (there is still something of eminence in the first case,
and already some analogy in the second). It is true, says Spinoza,
that one attribute is denied of another.!" But in what sense? “If
someone says that Extension is not limited by Extension, but by
Thought, is that not the same as saying that Extension is infinite
not absolutely, but only so far as it is Extension?”’12 So negation
here implies no opposition or privation. Extension as such suf-
fers from no limitation or imperfection resulting from its nature,
and 50 in vain might we imagine a God who possessed Extension
“eminently”3 In what sense, conversely, is an attribute affirmed
of substance? Spinoza often insists on the point that substances
or attributes exist in Nature formally. Now, among the many
senses of the word “formal” we must bear in mind the one in
which it is opposed to “eminent” or “analogical.” Substance
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should never be thought of as comprehending its attributes emi-
nently, nor should attributes, in their turn, be thought of as con-
taining the essences of modes. Attributes are formally affirmed
of substance; they are formally predicated of the substance whose
essence they constitute, and of the modes whose essences they
contain. Spinoza constantly reminds us of the affirmative char-
acter of the attributes that define substance, and of the need for
any good definition to be itself affirmative.!* Attributes are affir-
mations; but affirmation, in its essence, is always formal, actual,
univocal: therein lies its expressivity.

Spinoza’s philosophy is a philosophy of pure affirmation. Affir-
mation is the speculative principle on which hangs the whole of
the Ethics. Here we may investigate how Spinoza comes upon, and
uses, a Cartesian idea. For real distinction tended to give to the
concept of affirmation a genuine logic. Indeed real distinction
as used by Descartes sets us on the way toward a profound dis-
covery: the terms distinguished each retain their respective pos-
itivity, instead of being defined by opposition, one to another.
Non opposita sed diversa is the formula of the new logic.!s Real
distinction appeared to open up a new conception of the nega-
tive, free from opposition and privation, and a new conception
of affirmation too, free from eminence and analogy. We have
already seen why this conception does not lead Spinoza back into
Cartesianism: Descartes still gives real distinction a numerical
sense, a function of substantial division in Nature and among
things. He conceives every quality as positive, all reality as per-
fection; but all is not reality in a qualified and distinguished sub-
stance, and not everything in a thing’s nature is a perfection.
Spinoza is thinking of Descartes, among others, when he writes:
“To say that the nature of the thing required this limitation, and
therefore it could not be otherwise, is to say nothing; for the
nature of the thing cannot require anything unless it exists.”!6
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For Descartes there are limitations “required” by a thing by vir-
tue of its nature, ideas that have so little reality that one might
almost say they came from nothing, natures that lack something.
And through these everything that the logic of real distinction
had been thought to throw out, privation, eminence, is reintro-
duced. We will see how eminence, analogy, even a certain equivo-
cation, remain almost as spontaneous categories of Cartesian thought.
In order to bring out the deepest consequences of real distinc-
tion conceived as a logic of affirmation, on the other hand, it
was necessary to reach the idea of a single substance with all its
attributes really distinct. And it was first of all necessary to
avoid all confusion, not only of attributes with modes, but of
attributes with propria.

Attributes are affirmations of God, logoi or true divine names. Let
us return to the passage where Spinoza invokes the example of
Israel, so named as patriarch, but called Jacob in relation to his
brother.!7 It illustrates in this context the distinction of reason
as it applies between substance and attribute: Israel is called Jacob
(Supplantor) in relation to his brother, as a “plane” might be
called “white” in relation to a man looking at it, and as a sub-
stance might be called this or that in relation to an understanding
that “attributes” to it this or that essence. The passage certainly
favors an intellectualist or even idealist interpretation of attri-
butes. But a philosopher is always led to simplify his thought on
some occasions, or to formulate it only in part. Spinoza doesn’t
fail to underline the ambiguity of the examples he cites. The attri-
bute is not in truth just a manner of seeing or conceiving; its rela-
tion to the understanding is indeed fundamental, but is to be
otherwise interpreted. It is because attributes are themselves
expressions that they are necessarily referred to the understand-
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ing as to the only capacity for perceiving what is expressed. It is
because attributes explicate substance that they are, thereby,
correlative with an understanding in which all explication is
reproduced or “explicates” itself objectively. The problem thus
becomes more definite: attributes are expressions, but how can
different expressions refer to one and the same thing? How can
different names have the same referent? “You want me to explain
by an example how one and the same thing can be designated
(insigniri) by two names.”

The role of understanding amounts to its part in a logic of
expression. Such a logic is the outcome of a long tradition, from
the Stoics down through the Middle Ages. One distinguishes in
an expression (say, a proposition) what it expresses and what it
designates.'s What is expressed is, so to speak, a sense that has
no existence outside the expression; it must thus be referred to
an understanding that grasps it objectively, that is, ideally. But it
is predicated of the thing, and not of the expression itself; under-
standing relates it to the object designated, as the essence of that
object. One can then conceive how names may be distinguished
by their senses, while these different senses relate to the same
designated object whose essence they constitute. There is a sort
of transposition of this theory of sensed in Spinoza’s conception
of attributes. Each attribute is a distinct name or expression; what
it expresses is so to speak its sense; but if it be true that what is
expressed has no existence outside the attribute, it is nonethe-
less related to substance as to the object designated by all the
attributes. Thus all expressed senses together form the “expres-
sible” or the essence of substance, and the latter may in its turn
be said to express itself in the attributes.

It is true that in assimilating substance to an object desig-
nated by different names, we do not resolve the essential prob-
lem — that of the difference between those names. Worse still,
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the difficulty is only increased, in that these names are univocal
and positive, and so apply formally to what they designate: their
respective senses seem to introduce into the unity of what is des-
ignated a necessarily actual multiplicity. In an analogical view this
is not the case: names apply to God by analogy, their senses
“preexist” in him in an eminent mode which ensures their incon-
ceivable, inexpressible, unity. What, though, if divine names have
the same sense as applied to God and as implied in creatures, the
same, that is, in all uses, so that their distinction can no longer
be grounded in created things, but must be grounded in this God
they all designate? Duns Scotus, as is well known, raised this prob-
lem in the Middle Ages, and provided a profound solution. It was
without doubt Scotus who pursued farther than any other the
enterprise of a positive theology. He denounces at once the neg-
ative eminence of the Neoplatonists and the pseudoaffirmation
of the Thomists, and sets against them the univocity of Being:
being is predicated in the same sense of everything that is, whether
infinite or finite, albeit not in the same “modality.” But the point
is that being does not change in nature, in changing modality —
that is, when its concept is predicated of infinite being and of
finite beings (so that, already in Scotus, univocity does not lead
to any confusion of essences).!” And the univocity of being itself
leads to the univocity of divine attributes: the concept of an attri-
bute that may be taken to infinity is itself common to God and

. creatures, as long as it be considered in its formal reason or its

quiddity, for “infinity in no way abolishes the formal reason of
that to which it is added.”20 But, formally and positively predi-
cated of God, how can infinite attributes or divine names not
introduce into God a plurality corresponding to their formal rea-
sons, their distinct quiddities?

This is the problem to which Scotus applies one of his most
original concepts, which complements that of univocity: the idea
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of formal distinction.?! It relates to the apprehension of distinct
quiddities that nevertheless belong to the same subject. This must
obviously be referred to an act of understanding. But the under-
standing isn’t merely expressing an identical reality under two
aspects that might exist separately in other subjects, or expressing
an identical thing at different degrees of abstraction, or expressing
something analogically in relation to some other realities. It
objectively apprehends actually distinct forms which yet, as such,
together make up a single identical subject.c Between animal and
rational there is not merely a distinction of reason,-like that
between homo and humanitas; the thing itself must already be
“structured according to the conceivable diversity of genus and
species.’?? Formal distinction is definitely a real distinction,
expressing as it does the different layers of reality that form or
constitute a being. Thus it is called formalis a parte rei or actualis
ex natura rei. But it is a minimally real distinction because the
two really distinct quiddities are coordinate, together making a
single being.2? Real and yet not numerical, such is the status of for-
mal distinction.* One must also recognize that in the order of
finitude two quiddities such as animal and rational are connected
only through the third term to which each is identical. But this
is not the case in the infinite. Two attributes taken to infinity
will still be formally distinct, while being ontologically identi-
cal. As Gilson puts it, “Because it is a modality of being (and not
an attribute), infinity can be common to quidditatively irreduc-
ible formal reasons, conferring on them an identity of being,
without canceling their distinction of form"25 Thus two of God’s
attributes, Justice and Goodness for example, are divine names
designating a God who is absolutely one, while they signify dif-
ferent quiddities. There are here as it were two orders, that of
formal reason and that of being, with the plurality in one per-
fectly according with the simplicity of the other.
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The attribution of such a status to formal reason finds a dedi-
cated opponent in Suarez, who cannot see how formal reason is
not to be reduced either to a distinction of reason or a modal
distinction.?6 It says either too much or not enough: too much
for a distinction of reason, but not enough for a real distinc-
tion. Descartes, when the question arises, is of the same view.?”
We still find in Descartes the same repugnance toward con-
ceiving a real distinction between things which does not lie in
different subjects, that is, which isn’t attended by a division of
being or a numerical distinction. The same is not true of Spin-
oza: in his conception of a nonnumerical real distinction, it is
not hard to discern Scotus’s formal distinction. Furthermore,
with Spinoza formal distinction no longer presents a minimum
of real distinction, but becomes real distinction itself, giving this
an exclusive character.

1. Attributes are, for Spinoza, really distinct, or conceived as
really distinct. They have irreducible formal reasons; each at-
tribute expresses, as its formal reason or quiddity, an infinite
essence. Thus attributes are distinguished “quidditatively,” for-
mally: they are indeed substances in a purely qualitative sense.
2. Each attributes its essence to substance, as to something else.
Which is a way of saying that to the formal distinction between
attributes there corresponds no division of being. Substance is not
a genus, nor are attributes specific differences. So there are no
substances of the same species as the attributes, no substance
which is the same thing (res) as each attribute ( formalitas). 3. This
“other thing” is thus the same for all attributes. It is furthermore
the same as all attributes. And the latter determination in no
way contradicts the former one. All formally distinct attributes
are referred by understanding to an ontologically single sub-
stance. But understanding only reproduces objectively the nature
of the forms it apprehends. All formal essences form the essence
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of an absolutely single substance. All qualified substances form
only one substance from the point of view of quantity. So that
attributes themselves have at once identity of being and distinc-
tion of formality. Ontologically one, formally diverse, such is
their status.

Despite his allusion to the “hodgepodge of Peripatetic distinc-
tions,” Spinoza restores formal distinction, and even gives it a
range it didn’t have in Scotus. It is formal distinction that provides
an absolutely coherent concept of the unity of substance and the plu-
rality of attributes, and gives real distinction a new logic. One may
then ask why Spinoza never uses the term, and speaks only of real
distinction. The answer is that formal distinction is indeed a real
distinction, and that it was to Spinoza’s advantage to use a term
that Descartes, by the use he had made of it, had in a sense
neutralized theologically. So that the term “real distinction”
allowed great audacity without stirring up old controversies
which Spinoza doubtless considered pointless or even harmful. 1
don’t believe that Spinoza’s Cartesianism went any further than
this. His whole theory of distinctions is profoundly Anticartesian.

To picture Spinoza as Scotist rather than Cartesian is to risk
certain distortions. | intend it to mean only that Scotist theories
were certainly known to Spinoza, and played a part, along with
other themes, in forming his pantheism.28 What then becomes of
primary interest is the way Spinoza uses and transforms the notions
of formal distinction and univocity. What in fact did Duns Scotus
call an “attribute”? Justice, goodness, wisdom and so on — in
brief, propria. He of course recognized that the divine essence
could be conceived without these attributes; but he defined the
essence of God by intrinsic perfections, understanding and will.
Scotus was a “theologian” and, in this capacity, was still dealing
with propria and beings of reason. Thus formal distinction does
not with him have its full range, and is always at work on beings
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of reason like genera and species, and faculties of the soul, or on
propria such as the supposed attributes of God. Furthermore,
univocity in Scotus seems compromised by a concern to avoid
pantheism. For his theological, that is to say “creationist,” per-
spective forced him to conceive univocal Being as a neutralized,
indifferent concept. Indifferent as between finite and infinite,
singular and universal, perfect and imperfect, created and uncre-
ated.?? For Spinoza, on the other hand, the concept of univocal
Being is perfectly determinate, as what is predicated in one and
the same sense of substance in itself, and of modes that are in
something else. With Spinoza univocity becomes the object of a
pure affirmation. The same thing, formaliter, constitutes the
essence of substance and contains the essences of modes. Thus
it is the idea of immanent cause that takes over, in Spinoza, from
univocity, freeing it from the indifference and neutrality to which
it had been confined by the theory of a divine creation. And it is
in immanence that univocity finds its distinctly Spinozist formu-
lation: God is said to be cause of all things in the very sense (eo
sensu) that he is said to be cause of himself.
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The Absolute

Spinoza carefully shows how every (qualified) substance must be
unlimited. The sum of the arguments of the Short Treatise and the
Ethics may be presented thus: If a substance were limited, this
would have to be either by itself, or by a substance of the same
nature, or by God who had given it an imperfect nature.! But it
could not be limited by itself, for “it would have had to change
its whole essence.”» Nor by another substance, for there would
then be two substances with the same attribute. Nor by God,
since God is in no way imperfect or limited, and so still less faced
with things that would “require” or imply some limitation or
other before being created. Spinoza indicates the importance of
these themes, but this elliptically: “If we can prove that there
can be no limited substance, every substance belonging to the
divine being must be unlimited.”s The transition appears to be
as follows: if every substance is unlimited, we must recognize that
each is in its genus or form infinitely perfect; there is thus equality
between all forms or all genera of being; no form is inferior to
any other, none is superior. This is the transition formulated
explicitly by Spinoza in another passage: “There is no inequality
at all in the attributes.”?

Thus one cannot imagine that God might contain the reality
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or perfection of an effect in a higher form than that involved in
the effect, because no form is higher than any other. One may
infer from this that all forms being equal (attributes), God can-
not possess one without possessing the others; he cannot possess
one that doubles, eminently, for another. All forms of being, as
infinitely perfect, must without limitation belong to God as abso-
lutely infinite Being. ,

This principle of equality of forms or attributes is but another
aspect of the principle of univocity, and the principle of formal
distinction. It is nonetheless a particular application of it: it forces
us to pass from Infinite to Absolute, from infinitely perfect to
absolutely infinite. Forms of being, all being perfect and unlim-
ited, and so infinitely perfect, cannot constitute unequal sub-
stances calling for the infinitely perfect as for a distinct being
playing the role of eminent and efficient cause. No more can
they amount to substances equal among themselves; for equal
substances cannot be such only numerically, they would have
to have the same form, “they would necessarily have to limit
one another, and consequently, would not be infinite.”? Forms,
equally unlimited, are thus attributes of a single substance that
possesses them all, and possesses them actually. But it would then
be a great mistake to think that infinite perfection is enough to
define the “nature” of God. Infinite perfection is the modality
of each attribute, that is to say, the “proprium” of God. But the
nature of God consists in an infinity of attributes, that is to say,

in absolute infinity.

One may already foresee the transformation to which Spinoza,
countering Descartes, will subject the proofs of God’s existence.
For all the Cartesian proofs proceed from infinite perfection. And
not only do they proceed from it, they move within the infinitely
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perfect, which they identify with God’s nature. The proof a
posteriori, in its first formulation, runs: “The idea I have of a being
more perfect than my own, must necessarily have been set in me
by a being who is indeed more perfect.” The second formulation
is: “From the simple fact that I exist, and have in me the idea of
a supremely perfect being (that is, of God), God’s existence is
very obviously proven.”* And the ontological or a priori proof is
stated thus: “What we clearly and distinctly perceive to belong
to the nature or essence, or to the unchanging and true form of
some thing; that can be truly predicated or affirmed of this thing;
but after having quite carefully inquired what God is, we clearly
and distinctly conceive that it belongs to his true and unchanging
nature that he exist; we can therefore truly affirm that he exists.”s
Now the inquiry to which Descartes alludes in the minor prem-
ise consists precisely in the determination of the “supremely per-
fect” as the form, essence or nature of God. Existence, being a
perfection, belongs to this nature. Thanks to this major premise
one can conclude that God does indeed exist.

Thus the ontological proof itself involves an identification of
infinite perfection with the nature of God. For consider the sec-
ond set of objections made against Descartes’s Meditations. He is
reproached for not having proved, in the minor premise, that the
nature of God was possible, or implied no contradiction. It is
argued against him that God exists if he is possible (Leibniz takes
up the objection in some celebrated passages). Descartes replies
that the supposed difficulty in the minor premise is already re-
solved in the major premise. For the latter does not mean: What
we clearly and distinctly conceive to belong to the nature of some
thing can truly be said to belong to the nature of this thing. That
would be a mere tautology. The major premise means: “What
we clearly and distinctly conceive to belong to the nature of some
thing, that can be truly predicated or affirmed of this thing” Now
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this proposition guarantees the possibility of anything that we
conceive clearly and distinctly. If some other criterion of possi-
bility is required, a sort of sufficient reason on the side of the
object, we confess our ignorance, and the powerlessness of under-
standing to reach such a reason.”

Descartes seems to sense the meaning of the objection, and
yet not understand, or want to understand, it._ He is criticized
for not having proven the possibility of the nature of a being of
which “infinite perfection” can be only a proprium. Such a proof is
itself, perhaps, impossible: but in that case the ontological argu-
ment does not follow.? In any case, infinite perfection gives us
no knowledge of the nature of the being to which it belongs. If
Descartes thinks to have solved all the difficulties in the major
premise, this is in the first place because he confuses the nature
of God with a proprium: he then thinks that a clear and distinct
conception of the proprium is enough to guarantee the possibility
of the corresponding nature. Descartes does admittedly oppose
the aspect under which God is presented in Scripture (“manners
of speaking. .. which do indeed contain some truth, but only inso-
far as this is considered in relation to men”) to the aspect under
which God himself appears in the light of Nature.? But he is
thereby only opposing propria of one sort to those of another. In
relation to a being that has as a rational property that of being
infinitely perfect, the question “Is such a being possible?” per-
sists in its entirety. And if it be asked how Descartes is able, from
his viewpoint, to identify proprium and divine nature, I reply that
once more the reason is to be found in the way he invokes emi-
nence and analogy. Descartes reminds us that “of the things which
we conceive to be in God and in ourselves,” none is univocal.'?
Now, it is just insofar as one admits a basic inequality between
forms of being, that the infinitely perfect can come to desig-
nate a higher form which may be taken for the Nature of God.
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Descartes defines God by giving a list of properties: “By the name
God, I understand a substance infinite, eternal, unchanging,
independent, omniscient, omnipotent....”!! In their misty emi-
nence these properties may, considered as a whole, appear like
a simple nature.

In Leibniz, two themes are deeply related: infinite perfection
does not suffice to constitute the nature of God, and a clear and
distinct idea does not suffice to guarantee its own reality, that is
to say, the possibility of its object. The two principles meet in
the requirement of sufficient reason or real definition. Infinite
and perfect are only distinctive marks; the clear and distinct
knowledge that we have of them in no way tells us whether these
characteristics are compatible; there might perhaps be a contra-
diction in ens perfectissimum, just as there is in “the greatest num-
ber” or “the greatest velocity.” The essence of such a being is only
conjectural, and so any definition of God by perfection alone
remains nominal. Whence Leibniz’s severe criticism: Descartes
does not in general go any further than Hobbes, as there is no
reason to trust the criteria of a psychological consciousness (clar-
ity and distinctness) any better than simple combinations of
words.!? These same themes appear, in a wholly different con-
text, to be shared by Spinoza. It is hardly surprising that there
should be some basic common points in the Anticartesian reac-
tion toward the end of the seventeenth century. According to
Spinoza, infinite perfection is only a proprium. The property tells
us nothing of the nature of the being to which it belongs, and
does not suffice to prove that such a being involves no contra-
diction. Until a clear and distinct idea is grasped as “adequate”
one may doubt its reality and the possibility of its object. Until
one gives a real definition, bearing on the essence of a thing rather
than on propria, one remains among the vagaries of what is merely
conceived, without relation to the reality of the thing as it is out-
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side our understanding.!? Thus sufficient reason seems to impose
its requirements in Spinoza as well as in Leibniz. Spinoza sets ade-
quacy as sufficient reason of a clear and distinct idea, and absolute
infinity as sufficient reason of infinite perfection. The ontologi-
cal argument, in Spinoza, no longer bears on an indeterminate
being that is supposed infinitely perfect, but rather on absolute
infinity, determined as that which consists of an infinity of attri-
butes. (Infinite perfection being only the mode of each of these
attributes, the modality of essence expressed by each.)

If this claim is correct, however, one may well be surprised
by the way that Spinoza proves a priori that the absolutely infi-
nite, that is, a substance consisting of an infinity of attributes,
necessarily exists.!* An initial proof runs: If it did not exist, it
would not be a substance, for every substance necessarily exists.
A second: If absolutely infinite being did not exist, there would
have to be a reason for this nonexistence; this reason would have
to be internal, and so absolute infinity would have to imply a con-
tradiction; “but it is absurd to affirm this of Being absolutely infi-
nite and supremely perfect.” These arguments clearly still advance
via infinite perfection. The absolutely infinite (substance con-
sisting of an infinity of attributes) necessarily exists, or it would
not be a substance; or it would not be infinitely perfect. But the
reader has a right to insist on a deeper proof, on which these are
founded. It must be shown that a substance that exists necessar-
ily has as its nature to consist of an infinity of attributes or, which
comes to the same thing, that the infinitely perfect has as its rea-
son or principle the absolutely infinite.

And Spinoza has indeed done precisely what the reader is
entitled to require of him. The idea that Spinoza in the Ethics
“installs” himselfin God and “begins” with God is only an approxi-
mation of the truth and is, strictly speaking, inaccurate. What is
more we will see that, according to Spinoza, it is altogether
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impossible to set out from the idea of God. The proof of God’s
existence appears in Proposition 11. But the first ten have shown
that numerical distinction not being real, any really distinct substance
is unlimited and infinitely perfect; conversely, real distinction not being
numerical, all infinitely perfect substances together make up an infi-
nitely perfect substance of which they are the attributes; infinite per-
fection is thus the proprium of the absolutely infinite, and absolute
infinity the nature or reason of the infinitely perfect. Herein lies the
importance of these opening proofs, which are in no sense hypo-
thetical, and herein lies the importance of considering numeri-
cal and real distinctions. Only on this basis can Proposition 11

conclude: Absolutely infinite substance, implying no contradic-
tion, necessarily exists; if it did not, it would not have infinite

perfection as a property, nor indeed would it be a substance.

The opening scheme of the Ethics is thus as follows: 1. Defini-
tions 1-5: Merely nominal definitions, needed in the mechanism
of subsequent proofs; 2. Definition 6: The real definition of God,
as absolutely infinite Being, that is, as “substance consisting of
an infinity of attributes, each of which expresses an eternal and
infinite essence.” The definition takes up the terms “substance”
and “attribute” and gives them the status of realities. But the real-
ity of the definition itself does not mean that it immediately
shows the possibility of its object. For a definition to be real, one
need only be able to prove the possibility of the object as defined;
this at once demonstrates the reality or truth of the definition;
3. Propositions 1-8: The first stage in the proof of the reality of
the definition: numerical distinction not being real, every really
distinct attribute is infinitely perfect, and every qualified sub-
stance is unique, necessary and infinite. This sequence obviously
relies only upon the first five definitions; 4. Propositions 9 and 10:
The second stage: as real distinction is not numerical, distinct
attributes or qualified substances together form one and the same
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substance having all these qualifications, that is, all the attributes.
This second sequence closes in the Scholium to Proposition 10,
which establishes that an absolutely infinite substance implies no
contradiction, so that Definition 6 is indeed a real one!5; 5. Prop-
osition 11: The absolutely infinite necessarily exists; otherwise
it could not be a substance, and could not have as a property
infinite perfection. .

A confirmation® of this scheme is provided by examining the
Short Treatise. For what is wrongly said of the Ethics applies well
enough to the Short Treatise, which does indeed begin with God,
installs itself in his existence. At the time of its composition
Spinoza still believed that it was possible to set out from an idea
of God. Thus the a priori argument receives an initial formula-
tion that conforms entirely to Descartes’s statement of it.'® And
so the argument, moving altogether within infinite perfection,
gives us no way of knowing the natute of the corresponding being.
As it stands at the head of the Short Treatise, the ontological argu-
ment serves no purpose whatever. So Spinoza adds a thoroughly
obscure second proposition: “the existence of God is essence.””
I believe that, taken literally, this formulation can no longer be
understood from the viewpoint of infinite perfection, but only
from that of absolute infinity. Indeed, for the existence of God
to be essence, the same “attributes” that constitute his essence
must also constitute his existence. Thus Spinoza adds an explan-
atory note, anticipating the development of the Short Treatise, by
invoking here, already, the attributes of an absolutely infinite sub-
stance: “To the nature of a being that has infinite attributes, an
‘attribute’ belongs, which is Being.”®® The differences between
the Short Treatise and the Ethics seem to be these: 1. The Short
Treatise begins by showing “That God is,” before any real defini-
tion of God. Thus, strictly speaking, it has available only the
Cartesian proof, and is therefore forced to set alongside the ortho-

76

THE ABSOLUTE

dox statement of this proof an altogether different version which
anticipates Chapter Two (“What God is”); 2. The Ethics, rather
than setting beside one another two formulations, one proceed-
ing from infinite perfection, the other from absolute infinity,
presents a proof that still proceeds from infinite perfection, but
that is entirely subordinated to the prior and well-grounded pos-
iting of absolute infinity. Then the second formulation of the
Short Treatise is no longer needed, and no longer obscure and out
of place: its equivalent is to be found in the Ethics, but no longer
as a proof of God’s existence, only of his immutability.?

Thus far there is no difference between Leibniz’s requirements
and Spinoza’s: the same call for a real definition of God, for a
nature or reason of the infinitely perfect. The same subordina-
tion of the ontological proof to a real definition of God, and to
the demonstration that this definition is indeed a real one. Which
makes Leibniz’s account of things all the more surprising. We can
here draw upon two texts. First, a note added to the manuscript
“Quod ens perfectissimum existit,” in which Leibniz speaks of
his discussions with Spinoza in 1676: “When at the Hague I
showed Spinoza this argument, which he thought solid. As he ini-
tially disagreed with it, I wrote it out and read him this sheet.”20
Then his notes on the Ethics: he complains of Spinoza’s Defini-
tion 6 that it is not a real definition. It does not show the equiva-
lence of the terms “absolutely infinite” and “consisting of an
infinity of attributes”; it doesn’t show the compatibility of the
attributes among themselves; it doesn’t show the possibility of
the object defined.?! Either Leibniz means that Definition 6 does
not immediately show the possibility of what is defined — but
Leibniz believes no more than Spinoza in the existence of such
an intuition of God. Or he means that Spinoza has not noticed
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that the reality of the definition has to be proven — but such a
criticism would completely misconstrue the general project of
the Ethics and the sense of the first ten propositions. In fact, if
one considers the formulations through which Leibniz himself
proves the possibility of God, one does not at first sight perceive
any difference between these and Spinoza’s.

For Leibniz, God is possible because infinite perfection is the
proprium of an “absolute Being” that includes in itself all “attrib-
all simple forms taken absolutely,” all “natures which are

LT

utes,
susceptible of the highest degree,
ing something without limitation.”?2 How do these forms suffice
to prove the possibility of God? Each is simple and irreducible,

all positive qualities express-

conceived in itself, index sui. Leibniz says that it is their very dis-
parity that assures their compatibility (the impossibility of their
contradiction), and their compatibility that assures the possibil-
ity of the Being to which they bélong. Nothing in this sets Leibniz
against Spinoza. Everything is literally common to them, includ-
ing the use of the idea of expression, and including the thesis
according to which expressive forms are “the fount of things.”
In this respect at least, Spinoza had nothing to learn from Leibniz.
We are left to conclude that Leibniz did not report the conver-
sation at the Hague accurately. Or that Spinoza listened, and
spoke little, privately recognizing the coincidence of Leibniz’s
ideas with his own. Or perhaps a disagreement was revealed, but
this over their respective ways of understanding infinite positive
forms or qualities. For Leibniz conceives these as primary pos-
sibles in the divine understanding. Moreover, these prime possi-
bles, “absolutely simple notions,” lie outside our knowledge: we
know that they are necessarily compatible, without knowing
what they are. They appear anterior to, and above, any logical
relation: knowledge reaches only to “relatively simple notions”
which serve as terms of our thinking, and of which the best, per-
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haps, one can say is that they have a symbolic relation to the
prime simples.?3 Leibniz hereby escapes the absolute necessity
which he denounces as the danger of Spinozism: he stops “meta-
physical” necessity getting out from God and communicating
itself to creatures. He introduces a sort of finality, a maximal prin-
ciple, into the ontological proof itself. After his meetings with
Spinoza, Leibniz considers absolute necessity the enemy. Could
not Spinoza conversely think, though, that in order to save crea-
tures and creation, Leibniz was retaining all the perspectives of
eminence, analogy and symbolism in general? Perhaps Leibniz
only appears to advance beyond infinite perfection, only appears
to arrive at a nature or reason.

Spinoza thinks that the definition of God as he gives it is a
real definition. By a proof of the reality of the definition must
be understood a veritable generation of the object defined. This
is the sense of the first propositions of the Ethics: they are not hypo-
thetical, but genetic. Because attributes are really distinct, irreduc-
ible one to the others, ultimate in their respective forms or in
their kinds, because each is conceived through itself, they can-
not contradict one another. They are necessarily compatible, and
the substance they form is possible. “It is of the nature of a sub-
stance that each of its attributes be conceived through itself, since
all the attributes it has have always been in it together, and one
could not be produced by another, but each expresses the real-
ity, or being of substance. So it is far from absurd to attribute
many attributes to one substance.”2* In the attributes we reach
prime and substantial elements, irreducible notions of unique
substance. There appears here the idea of a logical constitution
of substance, a “composition” in which there is nothing physi-
cal. The irreducibility of the attributes not only proves, but con-
stitutes the nonimpossibility of God as unique substance with all
attributes. There cannot be contradiction except between terms
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of which one, at least, is not conceived through itself. And the
compatibility of attributes is not grounded, for Spinoza, in a
region of the divine understanding above logical relations them-
selves, but in a logic proper to real distinction. It is the nature of
real distinction between attributes that excludes all division of
substance; it is this nature of real distinction that preserves in
distinct terms all their respective positivity, forbidding their def-
inition through opposition one to another, and referring them
all to the same indivisible substance. Spinoza seems to have gone
further than any other along the path of this new logic: a logic
of pure affirmation, of unlimited quality, and thus of the uncon-
ditioned" totality that possesses all qualities; a logic, that is, of
the absolute. Attributes should be understood as the elements
of such a composition of the absolute.

Attributes as expressions are not simply “mirrors.” Expressionist
philosophy brings with it two traditional metaphors: that of a
mirror which reflects or reflects upon an image, and that of a
seed which “expresses” the tree as a whole. Attributes are one
or the other of these, depending on the viewpoint taken. On the
one hand, essence is reflected and multiplied in attributes, attri-
butes are mirrors, each of which expresses in its kind the essence
of substance: they relate necessarily to an understanding, as mir-
rors to an eye which sees in them an image. But what is expressed
is at the same time involved in its expression, as a tree in its seed:
the essence of substance is not so much reflected in the attributes
as constituted by the attributes that express it; attributes are not
so much mirrors as dynamic or genetic elements.

God’s nature (natura naturans) is expressive. God expresses
himself in the foundations of the world, which form his essence,
before expressing himself in the world. And expression is not sim-
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ply manifestation, but is also the constitution of God himself.
Life, that is, expressivity, is carried into the absolute. There is a
unity of the diverse in substance, and an actual diversity of the One
in the attributes. Real distinction applies to the absolute, because
it combines these two moments and relates each to the other. So
it is not enough to say that Spinoza privileges Ens necessarium over
Ens perfectissimum. What is actually most important is Ens abso-
lutum. Perfectissimum is only a proprium, a proprium from which one
sets out as the modality of each attribute. Necessarium is another
proprium, at which one arrives as the modality of a substance hav-
ing all attributes. But between these is discovered Nature or the
absolute: the substance to which are referred Thought, Exten-
sion and so on, all the univocal forms of being. This is why
Spinoza insists in his letters on the necessity of not losing sight
of Definition 6, of constantly returning to it.25 That definition
alone presents us with a nature, the expressive nature of the
absolute. To return to this definition is not just to keep it in mind,
but to return to a definition that has meanwhile been proven to
be real. And that proof is not a sort of operation performed by
an understanding that remains outside substance; it amounts to
the life of substance itself, the necessity of its a priori constitution.

“When I define God as the supremely perfect Being, since this
definition does not express the efficient cause (for I conceive
that an efficient cause can be internal as well as external) I shall
not be able to discover all the properties of God from it; but
when [ define God as ‘a Being, etc.’” (see Ethics, Part One, Def-
inition 6).26 Such is Spinoza’s transformation of the proof a priori:
he goes beyond infinite perfection to absolute infinity, in which
he discovers sufficient Reason or Nature. This step leads into
a second triad of substance: (1) All forms of being are equal and
equally perfect, and there is no inequality of perfection between
attributes; (2) Every form is thus unlimited, and each attribute
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expresses an infinite essence; (3) All forms thus belong to one
and the same substance, and all attributes are equally affirmed,
without limitation, of an absolutely infinite substance. The first
triad was that of attribute-essence-substance. The second is:
perfect-infinite-absolute. The first was founded on a polemical
argument: real distinction cannot be numerical; and on a posi-
tive argument: real distinction is a formal distinction between
attributes affirmed of one and the same substance. The polemi-
cal argument for the sscond triad is: propria do not constitute a
nature; and the’ positive argument: everything in Nature is per-
fect. No “nature” lacks anything; all forms of being are affirmed-
without limitation, attributed to something absolute, since the
absolute is in its nature infinite in all its forms. The triad of the
absolute thus complements that of substance: it carries it forward,
leading us on to discover a third and last determination of God.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Power

There is a theme that constantly recurs in all Leibniz’s criticism
of Descartes: he goes “too quickly.” Descartes thought that it was
enough in the order of being to consider the infinitely perfect,
enough in the order of knowing to possess a clear and distinct
idea, and enough, in order to pass from knowing to being, to
examine quantities of reality or perfection. Descartes is always
led, in his hurry, to confuse relative and absolute.' If we look once
more for what is common in the Anticartesian reaction, we see
that Spinoza, for his part, takes issue with Descartes’s facility.
Descartes’s willingness to make philosophical use of “easy” and
“difficult” had already worried many of his contemporaries.
‘When Spinoza comes up against the Cartesian use of the word
“easy,” he loses that professorial serenity with which he had
promised to set forth the Principles differing in nothing by “the
breadth of a fingernail”; here he even seems to show a kind of
indignation.? He is not of course the first to denounce this facil-
ity, any more than Leibniz was the first to denounce rapidity. But
the criticism takes on with Leibniz and Spinoza its most com-
plete, its richest and its most effective form.

Descartes gives two statements of the a posteriori proof of
God’s existence: God exists because his idea is in us; and also
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because we ourselves, with our idea of him, exist. The first proof
is based directly on the consideration of quantities of perfection
or reality. A cause must have at least as much reality as its effect;
the cause of an idea should have at least as much reality formally
as the idea has objectively. But I have the idea of an infinitely
perfect being (that is, an idea that contains “more objective real-
ity than any other™). The second proof is more.complex, since
it proceeds from an absurd hypothesis: Had I the power to cre-
ate myself, it would be much easier for me to give myself prop-
erties of which I have an idea, and it would be no more difficult
for me to preserve myself than to produce or create myself.* The
principle in this case is: What can do more can do less. “What
can do more, or the more difficult thing, can also do a lesser
thing.” But if it is more difficult to create or preserve a sub-
stance than to create or preserve its properties, it is because the
substance has more reality than thé properties themselves. One
may object that the substance is the same thing as its properties
considered collectively. But “distributively” the attributes are
like parts of a whole, and it is in this sense that they are easier
to produce. One may in turn object that a (say, finite) substance
cannot be compared with the (say, infinite) attributes of some
other substance. But if I had the power to produce myself as
a substance, the perfections of which I have an idea would be
part of myself, so that it would indeed be easier for me to give
myself them than to produce or preserve myself as a whole. It
may be objected, finally, that a determinate cause, destined by
nature to produce a certain effect, cannot “more easily” pro-
duce some other effect, be it even of a lesser quantity. But, from
the viewpoint of a first cause, the quantities of reality corres-
ponding to attributes and modes enter into relations of whole
to part that allow the determination of greater and lesser, easier
and more difficult.6
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The same argument clearly lies at the heart of both proofs.
Descartes either relates quantities of objective reality to quanti-
ties of formal reality, or he brings quantities of reality into the
relations of whole and part. The entire proof a posteriori, at any
rate, proceeds by examining quantities of reality or perfection
considered simply as such. Spinoza, expounding Descartes, does
not refrain from attacking the second proof; he again finds, or
carries over, objections to the notion of “facility.” And the man-
ner in which he does this leads one to think that, if he were
speaking for himself, he would have no greater sympathy for the
first proof. One does in fact find many versions of an a posteriori
proof of God’s existence in Spinoza’s work. I believe these all have
something in common, some involving a criticism of the first
Cartesian proof, the others of the second, but all sharing the end
of substituting an argument based on power for an argument based
on quantities of reality. It is as though Spinoza were always, in very
diverse ways, proposing the same criticism: Descartes takes what
is relative as absolute. In the a priori proof, Descartes confuses
absolute with infinitely perfect, but infinitely perfect is only a
relative term. In the a posteriori proof, Descartes takes quantity
of reality or perfection as an absolute, but this is again only rela-
tive. Absolute infinity as nature and sufficient reason of infinite
perfection; power as sufficient reason of the quantity of reality:
these are the correlative transformations to which Spinoza sub-
mits the Cartesian proofs.

The Short Treatise contains no trace of the second Cartesian argu-
ment; but it preserves the first, in terms similar to those of
Descartes’: “If there is an idea of God, the cause of [this idea]
must exist formally and contain in itself whatever the idea has
objectively. But there is an idea of God...." But the proof of this
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first proposition is thoroughly modified. We see syllogisms mul-
tiply, evidence of a state of Spinoza’s thought, however indistinct,
in which he is already trying to advance beyond the argument
based on quantities of reality and substitute an argument based
on power. His reasoning runs as follows: A finite understanding
has not in itself the “capacity” to know infinity, nor indeed to
know this rather than that; but it “can”®*know something; there
must then, formally, be an object that determines it as knowing
this rather than that; and it “can” conceive infinity; so God must
himself exist formally. In other words, Spinoza asks: Why must
the cause of the idea of God contain formally all that this idea
contains objectively? Which amounts to saying that Descartes’s
axiom does not satisfy him. The Cartesian axiom was: there must
be “at least as much” formal reality in an idea’s cause as there is
objective reality in the idea itself. (Which guaranteed that there
was not “more” in the case of an infinite quantity of objective
reality.) But we sense that Spinoza is looking for a deeper rea-
son. This section of the Short Treatise is already elaborating vari-
ous elements that will play their part in an axiom of powers:
understanding has no more power to know than its objects have
to exist and act; the power of thinking and knowing cannot be
greater than a necessarily correlative power of existing.

Is it really a question of an axiom? Another passage of the Short
Treatise, certainly of later date, states: “There is no thing of which
there is not an idea in the thinking thing, and no idea can exist
unless the thing exists.”8 This principle is basic to all of Spin-
ozism. Once proved it leads to the equality of two powers. The
first part of the formula is, it is true, difficult to prove, if one does
not assume the existence of God. But the second is easily proved.
An idea that was not the idea of some existing thing would not
be distinct at all, would not be the idea of this or that. Or, to
give a better proof: To know is to know by the cause, so that noth-
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ing can be known without a cause of its being in existence or in
essence. One may already infer from this argument that the power
of thinking, in which all ideas participate, is not superior to a
power of existing and acting in which all things participate. And
this is what matters from the viewpoint of an a posteriori proof.

We have an idea of God; we must then assert an infinite power
of thinking as corresponding to this idea; but the power of think-
ing is no greater than the power of existing and acting; we must
then assert an infinite power of existing as corresponding to the
nature of God. The existence of God is not inferred directly from
the idea of God; we pass through the detour of powers to find, in
the power of thinking, the ground of the objective reality con-
tained in the idea of God, and in the power of existing the ground
of the formal reality of God himself. The Short Treatise seems to
me to be already elaborating the elements of a proof of this kind.
An explicit formulation is then given in the Correction of the
Understanding.®< But it is in a letter that Spinoza most clearly
reveals what he was after from the Short Treatise on: the substitu-
tion of an axiom of powers for the Cartesian axiom of quantities
of reality, considered unclear. “The power of Thought to think
about or to comprehend things, is not greater than the power of
Nature to exist and to act. This is a clear and true axiom, accord-
ing to which the existence of God follows very clearly and validly
from the idea of him."10

We should however note that Spinoza comes rather late into
the possession of his “axiom.” Nor, furthermore, does he give it
in the fullest form which would imply strict equality between the
two powers. Further still, he presents as an axiom a proposition
that he knows to be in part demonstrable. But there is a reason
for all these ambiguities. The equality of powers is all the better
demonstrable if one begins with an already existing God. So that
as he advances to a more perfect formulation of this equality,
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Spinoza ceases to use it to establish God’s existence a posteriori;
he reserves it for another use, another domain. The equality of
powers will in fact play a fundamental role in Book Two of the
Ethics; but that role is to be the decisive factor in the demon-
stration of parallelism, once God’s existence is alrgady proved.

One should not, therefore, be surprised that the a posteriori
proof of the Ethics should differ in kind from that of the Short
Treatise and the Correction of the Understanding. It is still based on
power. But it no longer proceeds via the idea of God, or a corres-
ponding power of thinking, to an infinite power of existing. It
proceeds directly within existence, via the power of existing. The
Ethics thus follows suggestions already proposed by Spinoza in the
reworked version in the Principles. There Spinoza set out the first
Cartesian proof without commentary or emendation, but the sec-
ond proof was thoroughly reworked. Spinoza violently took issue
with Descartes’s use of the word :‘easy." and proposed a thor-
oughly different argument: 1. The more something has of real-
ity or perfection, the more existence does it involve (possible
_existence corresponding to finite degrees of perfection, or nec-
essary existence corresponding to infinite perfection); 2. What-
ever has the power (potentia or vis) to preserve itself, requires no
cause of its existence to “exist possibly,” or even “necessarily.”
Whatever has the power to preserve itself thus exists necessar-
ily; 3. 1 am imperfect, and so have no necessary existence, and
have not the power to preserve myself; I am preserved by some-
thing else, something else that must necessarily have the power
to preserve itself, and must therefore exist necessarily.!!

In the Short Treatise there is no trace of Descartes’s second
argument; the first is retained but proved in an altogether dif-
ferent way. In the Ethics, on the other hand, there remains no
trace of the first (because the argument from powers is now
reserved for a better use). But one does find in the Ethics a ver-

88

POWER

sion of the a posteriori proof which is related to Descartes’s sec-
ond argument, if only as an implicit criticism of it, and as its
reworking. Spinoza attacks those who imagine that the more that
belongs to a thing, the more difficult it is to produce.!? But he
goes farther than he had gone in the Principles. The exposition
there left out what was most important: existence, whether pos-
sible or necessary, is itself power; power is identical to essence itself.
It is just because essence is power that possible existence (in a
thing’s essence) is not the same as a “possibility.” The Ethics pre-
sents, then, the following argument: (1) The capacity to exist (that
is, the possible existence involved in the essence of a finite thing)
is a power; (2) Now, a finite being already exists necessarily (by
virtue of some external cause which determines its existence);
(3) If absolutely infinite Being did not itself exist necessarily,
it would have less power than finite beings, which is absurd;
(4) But the necessary existence of the absolutely infinite cannot
obtain by virtue of an external cause; so that it is through itself
that the absolutely infinite being necessarily exists.!? Thus based
on the power of existing, the a posteriori proof leads to a new a
priori proof: the more reality or perfection that belongs to the
nature of some thing, the more power does it have, that is, the
more forces tending to its existence (virium...ut existat); “God
therefore has, of himself, an absolutely infinite power of existing.
For that reason he exists absolutely.”4

Spinoza’s argument from power thus has two aspects, one relating
to his criticism of Descartes’s first proof, the other to criticism
of the second. But we should look in each case, and especially
in the second, which represents the definitive state of Spinoza’s
thought, for the implications of the argument. A power of exist-
ing is attributed to a finite being as identical to its essence. Of
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course a finite being exists not by its own essence or power, but
by virtue of some external cause. It has nevertheless its own
power of existing, even though this power necessarily only be-
comes effective under the action of external things. Yet another
reason to ask: On what condition do we attribute to a finite
being, which does not exist through itself, a power of existing and
acting identical to its essence?!® Spinoza’s reply would appear to
be as follows: We affirm this power of a finite being to the extent
that we consider this being as part of a whole, as a mode of an
attribute, a modification of a substance. This substance itself thus
has an infinite power of existing, all the more power the more
attributes it has. And the same reasoning applies to the power of
thinking: we attribute to a distinct idea a power of knowing, but
this to the extent that we consider this idea as part of a whole,
as a mode of the attribute Thought, a modification of a thinking
substance that itself has an infinite power of thinking.!

It now appears more clearly how the a posteriori proof of the
Ethics leads to a proof a priori. One has only to recognize that God,
having all attributes, fulfills, a priori, all the conditions for a power
to be asserted of some thing: he thus has an “absolutely infinite”
power of existence, exists “absolutely” and through himself. We
furthermore see how God, having as one attribute Thought, also
has an absolutely infinite power of thinking.!7 Attributes seem
in all this to have an essentially dynamic role. Not that they are
themselves powers. But, taken collectively, they are the condi-
tions for the attribution to absolute substance of an absolutely
infinite power of existing and acting, identical with its formal
essence. Taken distributively they are the conditions for the attri-
bution to finite beings of a power identical with their formal
essence, insofar as that essence is contained in this or that attri-
bute. On the other hand, the attribute of Thought is, taken in
itself, the condition for assigning to absolute substance an abso-
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lutely infinite power of thinking, identical with its objective
essence, and for the attribution to ideas of a power of knowing,
identical with the objective essence that respectively defines them.
It is in this sense that finite beings are conditioned, being neces-
sarily modifications of substance or modes of an attribute. Sub-
stance is as it were the unconditioned totality, because it possesses
or fulfills a priori the infinity of conditions. Attributes are condi-
tions common to substance which possesses them collectively and
to modes which imply them distributively. As Spinoza says, it is
only by human attributes (goodness, justice, charity and so on)
that God “communicates” to human creatures the perfections they
possess.!8 It is, on the other hand, through his own attributes that
God communicates to all creatures the power proper to each.
The Political Treatise presents an a posteriori proof akin to those
given in the Principles and the Ethics. Finite beings do not exist
and are not preserved by their own power, but are dependent for
their existence and preservation on a being able to preserve itself
and to exist through itself. Thus the power by which a finite being
exists, is preserved, and acts, is the power of God himself.!” One
might imagine that such an argument tends in some respects to
suppress any power proper to creatures. But this is not at all the
case. All of Spinozism agrees in conferring on finite beings a
power of existence, action and perseverance; and the very con-
text of the proof in the Political Treatise emphasizes that things
have their own power, identical with their essence and constitu-
tive of their “right.” Spinoza does not mean that a being that does
not exist of itself has no power; he means that it has no power of
its own except insofar as it is part of a whole, that is, part of the
power of a being that does exist through itself. (The whole a
posteriori proof rests on this argument from the conditioned to
the unconditioned.) Spinoza says in the Ethics: man’s power is
“part of the infinite power of God.”20 But the part turns out to
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be irreducible, an original degree of power distinct from all*oth-
ers. We are a part of the power of God, but this just insofar as
this power is “explicated” by our essence itself.?! Participation
is always thought of by Spinoza as a participation of powers. But
the participation of powers never does away with the distinction
of essences. Spinoza never confuses the essence of a mode with
an essence of substance: my power remains m'y own essence,
God’s power remains his own essence, while my power is at the
same time part of the power of God.??

How can this be so? How can a distinction of essences be rec-
onciled with a participation of powers? If the power or essence
of God can be “explicated” by a finite essence, this is because
attributes are forms common to God whose essence they consti-
tute, and finite things whose essences they contain. God’s power
divides and explicates itself in each attribute according to the
essences comprised in that attribute. Thus the part-whole rela-
tion tends to merge with the mode-attribute, modification-substance
relation. Finite things are parts of the divine power because they
are modes of God’s attributes. But the reduction of “creatures”
to the status of modes, far from taking away their own power,
shows rather how a part of their power properly belongs to them,
along with their essence. The identity of power and essence is
to be asserted equally (under the same conditions) of modes and
substance. These conditions are the attributes, through which
substance possesses an omnipotence identical to its essence.
And thus modes, implicating these same attributes that consti-
tute God’s essence are said to “explicate” or “express” divine
power.23 Reducing things to modes of a single substance is not a
way of making them mere appearances, phantoms, as Leibniz
believed or pretended to believe, but is rather the only way,
according to Spinoza, to make them “natural” beings, endowed

with force or power.
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The identity of power and essence means: a power is always an
act or, at least, in action. A long theological tradition had asserted
the identity of power and act, not only in God, but in Nature.?*
At the same time, a long tradition of materialism in physical the-
ory asserted the actual character of all power in created things
themselves: for the distinction of power and act, potentiality and
actuality, was substituted the correlation of a power of acting and
a power of being acted on or suffering action, both actual.?s The
two currents meet in Spinoza, one relating to the essence of sub-
stance, the other to the essence of modes. For in Spinozism all
power bears with it a corresponding and inseparable capacity to
be affected. And this capacity to be affected is always, necessar-
ily, exercised. To potentia there corresponds an aptitudo or potestas;
but there is no aptitude or capacity that remains ineffective, and
so no power that is not actual.26

A mode’s essence is a power; to it corresponds a certain capac-
ity of the mode to be affected. But because the mode is a part of
Nature, this capacity is always exercised, either in affections pro-
duced by external things (those affections called passive), or in
affections explained by its own essence (called active). Thus the
distinction between power and act, on the level of modes, dis-
appears in favor of two equally actual powers, that of acting, and
that of suffering action, which vary inversely one to the other,
but whose sum is both constant and constantly effective. Thus
Spinoza can sometimes present the power of modes as an invari-
ant identical to their essence, since the capacity to be affected
remains fixed, and sometimes as subject to variation, since the
power of acting (or force of existing) “increases” and “diminishes”
according to the proportion of active affections contributing to
the exercise of this power at any moment.27 It remains that a
mode, in any case, has no power that is not actual: it is at each
moment all that it can be, its power is its essence.
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The essence of substance, at the other extreme, is also power.
This absolutely infinite power of existence carries with it a capac-
ity to be affected in an infinity of ways. But in this case the
capacity to be affected can be exercised only by active affections.
How could absolutely infinite substance have a power of suffer-
ing action, since this obviously presupposes a limitation of its
power of action? Substance, being omnipotent in and through
itself, is necessarily capable of an infinity of affections, and is the
active cause of all affections of which it is capable. To say that
the essence of God is power, is to say that God produces an infin-
ity of things by virtue of the same power by which he exists. He
thus produces them by existing. Cause of all things “in the same
sense” as cause of himself, he produces all things in his attributes,
since his attributes constitute at once his essence and his exist-
ence. It is not enough, then, to say that God’s power is actual: it
is necessarily active, it is act. God’s essence cannot be his power
without an infinity of things proceeding from it, and this pre-
cisely in the attributes that constitute it. So that modes are also
the affections of God, but God never suffers the activity of his
modes; his only affections are active.28

Every essence is the essence of some thing. One should there-
fore distinguish between essence as power, that of which it is the
essence, and the corresponding capacity to be affected. That of
which an essence is the essence is always a quantity of reality or
perfection. But a thing has the greater reality or perfection, the
greater the number of ways in which it can be affected: the quan-
tity of reality is always grounded in a power identical to an essence.
The a posteriori proof sets out from the power proper to finite
beings: one seeks the condition of a finite being having a power,
and rises from this to the unconditioned power of absolutely infi-
nite substance. For the essence of a finite being is only a power
in relation to a substance of which this being is a mode. But this
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a posteriori approach only provides us with an access to a deeper
a priori approach. The essence of absolutely infinite substance is
omnipotence, since substance possesses a priori all the conditions
for the attribution of power to some thing. But if it be true that
modes, by virtue of their power, exist only in their relation to
substance, then substance, by virtue of its power, exists only
in its relation to modes: it has an absolutely infinite power of
existence only by exercising in an infinity of things, in an infin-
ity of ways or modes, the capacity to be affected corresponding
to that power.

Spinoza hereby leads us to a final triad of substance. Setting
out from the arguments from power, the discovery of this triad
occupies the whole concluding section of Part One of the Eth-
ics. It takes the following form: the essence of substance as an
absolutely infinite power of existing; substance as ens realissimum
existing of itself; a capacity to be affected in an infinity of ways,
corresponding to this power, and necessarily exercised in affec-
tions of which substance is itself the active cause. This third triad
takes its place alongside the previous two. It does not correspond,
like the first, to the necessity of a substance with all attributes;
nor, like the second, to the necessity that such a substance should
exist absolutely. It corresponds rather to the necessity that this
substance should produce an infinity of things. And it does not
merely serve to allow our passage from substance to modes, but
communicates itself to or applies to these. So that modes them-
selves present us with the following triad: a mode’s essence as a
power; an existing mode defined by its quantity of reality or per-
fection; the capacity to be affected in a great number of ways. Thus
Part One of the Ethics may be seen as the unfolding of three triads,
which all find in expression their principle: those of substance,
of absolute and of power.
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CHAPTER Six

Expression in Parallelism

Why does God produce anything at all? The problem of a suffi-
cient reason for the production of things does not disappear in
Spinozism, but rather gains in urgency. For God’s nature is, as
natura naturans, in itself expressive. This expression is so natu-
ral, or essential, to God, that it does not merely reflect a ready-
made God, but forms a kind of unfolding of divinity, a logical and
genetic constitution of divine substance. Each attribute expresses
a formal essence; all formal essences are expressed as the absolute
essence of a single identical substance whose existence necessar-
ily follows; this existence is thus itself expressed by the attributes.
These are the very moments of substance; expression is, in God,
his very life. So that one cannot say God produces the world, uni-
verse or natura naturata, in order to express himself. For not only
must the sufficient reason necessitate the result, ruling out any
argument from finality, but God expresses himself in himself, in
his own nature, in the attributes that constitute him. He has no
“need” to produce, lacking nothing. We must take literally a
metaphor used by Spinoza to show that the world he produces
adds nothing to God’s essence: when a workman sculpts heads
and chests, and then joins a chest to a head, this addition adds
nothing to the essence of the head.! This maintains the same
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essence, the same expression. If God expresses himself in himself,
the universe can only be a second degree of expression. Substance
already expresses itself in the attributes that constitute natura
naturans, but attributes in their turn express themselves in modes,
which constitute natura naturata. Still more reason to ask: Why
this second level? Why does God produce a mogal universe?

To account for production a priori, Spinoza adduces the initial
argument that God acts, or produces, as he understands himself
(seipsum intelligit); understanding himself necessarily, he acts nec-
essarily.2 His second argument appears sometimes to depend on
the first, sometimes to be distinct and complementary. God pro-
duces as he exists; necessarily existing, he necessarily produces.?
What is the sense of the first argument? What does “under-
stands himself” mean? God does not conceive in his understand-
ing possibilities, but understands the necessity of his own nature.
Infinite understanding is not the locus of the possible, but the
form of the idea that God necessarily has of himself or of his own
essence. The scientia of God is not a science of the possible, but
the knowledge* God has of himself and of his own nature. Under-
standing, then, is to be opposed to conceiving something as pos-
sible. Understanding is thus the deduction of properties from
what one apprehends as necessary. Thus, from the definition of
the circle, we deduce various properties that really follow from
this definition. God understands himself; an infinity of proper-
ties follow, which fall, necessarily, within the divine understand-
ing. God in understanding his own essence produces an infinity
of things, which result from it as properties result from a definition.
One sees in this argument how modes are assimilated to logically
necessary properties that follow from the essence of God as this
is understood. When Spinoza congratulates certain Hebrews for
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having seen that God, God’s understanding, and the things he
understands, were one and the same thing, he means at once that
God’s understanding is the scientia he has of his own nature, and
that this knowledge comprises an infinity of things that neces-
sarily result from this nature.*

But why does God understand himself? Sometimes Spinoza
presents the proposition as a sort of axiom.5 The axiom derives
from Aristotelian conceptions: God thinks himself, is himself the
object of his thought, his knowledge has no other object than
himself. Such is the principle opposed to the idea of a divine
understanding that thinks “possibles.” And many commentators
had assembled convincing arguments to show how Aristotle’s
God, thinking himself, thereby also thinks all the other things
that necessarily result from him: the Aristotelian tradition thus
tends toward a theism, sometimes even toward a pantheism,
which identifies knower, knowledge and known (the Hebrews
invoked by Spinoza were Jewish Aristotelians).

Yet Spinoza’s theory of the idea of God is too original to be
based on a mere axiom or an appeal to some tradition. That God
understands himself should follow from the necessity of the
divine nature.® The notion of expression plays here a decisive
role. In his self-expression, God understands himself insofar as he
expresses himself. In expressing himself formally in his attributes
he understands himself objectively in an idea. God’s essence,
expressed in the attributes as formal essence, is expressed in ideas
as objective essence. Thus Spinoza, from the definition of attri-
bute on, invokes an understanding capable of perceiving. Not that
the attribute is “attributed” by understanding: the word “per-
ceiving” sufficiently indicates that understanding grasps nothing
that is not in Nature. But as expressing the essence of substance,
attributes are necessarily referred to an understanding that under-
stands them objectively, that is, perceives what they express. Thus
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the idea of God is seen to be grounded in the divine nature itself:
because God has as his nature an infinity of attributes, each of
which “expresses” an infinite essence, it follows from this expres-
sive nature that God understands himself and, understanding
himself, produces all the things that “fall” within an infinite
understanding.” Expressions are always explications. But the
explications of the understanding are only perceptions. It is not
understanding that explicates substance, but the explications of
substance refer necessarily to an understanding that understands
them. God necessarily understands himself, just as he explicates
or expresses himself.

Let us consider the second argument: God produces as he
exists. Modes are here no longer assimilated to logical proper-
ties, but rather to physical affections. The independent develop-
ment of this line of argument is thus grounded in power: the more
power a thing has, the more it can be affected in a great number
of ways; but we have proved, either a posteriori or a priori, that
God has an absolutely infinite power of existence. God therefore
has the ability to be affected in an infinity of ways, a potestas that
corresponds to his power or potentia. This ability is necessarily
exercised, but this cannot be by affections which come from
something other than God; thus God necessarily and actively pro-
duces an infinity of things which affect him in an infinity of ways.

That God should necessarily produce things tells us also how
he produces. Understanding himself as a substance composed of
an infinity of attributes, existing as a substance composed of an
infinity of attributes, God acts as he understands and as he exists,
this then in these attributes that express at once his essence and
existence. He produces an infinity of things, “in an infinity of
modes.” That is: The things produced have no existence outside
the attributes that contain them. Attributes are univocal condi-
tions of God’s existence, and also of his action. Attributes are

102

EXPRESSION IN PARALLELISM

univocal or common forms, predicated, in the same form, of crea-
tures and creator, products and producer, formally constituting
the essence of one, formally containing the essence of the oth-
ers. The principle of necessary production thus reflects a dou-
ble univocity. A univocity of cause: God is cause of all things in
the same sense as he is cause of himself. A univocity of attributes:
God produces through and in the same attributes that constitute
his essence. So Spinoza pursues a constant polemic: he never tires
of showing the absurdity of a God producing things through moral
attributes such as goodness, justice or charity, or indeed through
human attributes such as understanding and will.

Suppose, by analogy with man, that understanding and will
were attributes of God himself.? This would not get us very far,
for we would be attributing understanding and will to God only
equivocally: because of the distinction of divine and human
essence, divine and human understanding and will share a “com-
munity of name” only, like dog-star and barking dog-animal.
Numerous absurdities follow, according to which God must con-
tain eminently the perfections through which he produces crea-
tures. 1. From the viewpoint of understanding, God will be said
to be “omnipotent” precisely because he is “unable” to create
things with perfections as he understands them, that is, in the
same form as they belong to him. So one purports to demon-
strate the omnipotence of God through an impotence.? 2. From
the viewpoint of will, it will be said that God might have willed
otherwise, or that things might have been of another nature had
God so willed. God is attributed will, it is made his essence;
but it is supposed at the same time that he might have had a
different will, and so a different essence (unless divine will be
made a pure thing of reason, in which case the contradictions
are only increased); this allows the supposition of two or more
possible gods. So that here variability and plurality are intro-
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duced into God, to demonstrate his eminence. !’
I have simplified Spinoza’s criticisms. But I believe that when-
ever he attacks the image of a God essentially endowed with
understanding and will, he is developing the critical implications
of his theory of univocity. He wants to show that understanding
and will can only be considered attributes of God by analogy. But
analogy is unable to conceal the equivocation from which it sets
out, or the eminence to which it leads. And the eminence of per-
fections in God involves, like equivocal attributes, all sorts of con-
tradiction. To God are attributed only those forms that are as
perfect in the creatures in which they are implicated, as in God
who understands them. God does not produce things because he
wills, but because he is. He does not produce because he con-
ceives, conceives things as possible, but because he understands
himself, necessarily understands his own nature. In short God
acts “by the laws of his nature alone”: he could not have produced
anything else, or produced things in a different order, except by
having a different nature.!! It may be noted that Spinoza hardly
needs, in general, to denounce the incoherence of the idea of cre-
ation directly. He has only to ask: How does God produce things,
in what conditions? The very conditions of production render it
different from a creation, and “creatures” different from crea-
tions. As God produces necessarily, and within his own attributes,
his productions are necessarily modes of these attributes that

constitute his nature.

The logic of expression seems to be one of duplication. Spinoza
is too careful a grammarian to allow us to miss the linguistic
origins of “expression.” Attributes are, as we have seen, names:
verbs rather than adjectives. Each attribute is a verb, a primary
infinitive proposition, an expression with a distinct sense; but
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all attributes designate substance as one and the same thing.
The traditional distinction between the sense expressed and the
object designated (and expressing itself in this senseb) thus finds
in Spinozism direct application. The distinction necessarily gen-
erates a certain movement of expression. For the sense of an ini-
tial proposition must in its turn be made the designatum of a
second, which will itself have a new sense, and so on. Thus the
substance they designate is expressed in the attributes, attributes
express an essence. Then the attributes are in their turn ex-
pressed: they express themselves in modes which designate them,
the modes expressing a modification. Modes are truly “particip-
ial” propositions which derive from the primary infinitive ones.
Thus expression, through its own movement, generates a sec-
ond level of expression. Expression has within it the sufficient
reason of a re-expression. This second level defines production
itself: God is said to produce things, as his attributes find expres-
sion.© So that in the last instance it is always God who, but for
the different level of expression, is designated by all things. Attri-
butes designate God, but so also do modes, within the attribute
on which they depend. “Some of the Hebrews seem to have
seen this, as if through a cloud, when they maintained that God,
God’s understanding, and the things understood by him are one
and the same.”12
There is an order in which God necessarily produces things.
This order is that of the expression of attributes. Each attribute
is first expressed in its absolute nature: an immediate infinite
mode is thus the first expression of an attribute. Then the mod-
ified attribute expresses itself, in a mediate infinite mode. Finally
the attribute is expressed “in a certain and determinate way,” or
rather in an infinity of ways which amount to finite existing
modes."? This last level would remain inexplicable did not infi-
nite modes, within each attribute, contain in them the laws or
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the principles of the laws according to which corresponding finite
modes are themselves ddtermined and ordered.

If there is an order of production, it is the same for all attri-
butes. For God produces things concomitantly in all the attributes
that constitute his nature. So that the attributes express them-
selves in one and the same order, down to theslevel of finite
modes, which must have the same order in different attributes.
This identity of order defines a correspondence of modes: to any
mode of one attribute there necessarily corresponds a mode of
each of the other attributes. This identity of order excludes any
relation of real causality. Attributes are mutually irreducible and
really distinct; none is cause of another, or of anything whatever
in another. Modes therefore involve the concept of their own
attribute alone, and not that of any other.!* The identity of order
and the correspondence between modes of different attributes
therefore excludes any relation of real causality between these
modes, as between their attributes. And on this point there is no
serious reason to believe any change occurs in Spinoza’s thought:
the famous passages of the Short Treatise in which Spinoza speaks
of an action of one attribute on another, of an effect of one attri-
bute in another, an interaction between modes of different

attributes, should not it seems be interpreted in terms of real
causality.’s The context specifies that two attributes (Thought
and Extension) act one on another when they are “taken to-
gether,” or that two modes of different attributes (soul and body)
act one on another to the extent that they form “parts ofa whole.”
Nothing in this really goes beyond the assertion of correspond-
ence: if two things are parts of a whole, nothing can change in
one without there being some corresponding change in the other,
and neither thing can change without the whole itself changing. !¢
One may at most see in these passages the stamp of a phase in
which Spinoza had not yet sufficiently expressed the difference
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between his own doctrine and apparently similar doctrines (occa-
sional causality, ideal causality). Spinoza never seems to have
admitted the action of a real causality to account for the rela-
tion between modes of different attributes.

"l_The principles above lead to a result in which may be recog-
nized Spinoza’s first formulation of parallelism: there is an identity
of order or correspondence between modes of different attributes.
One may indeed call “parallel” two things or two series of things
which bear to each other a constant relation, such that there is
nothing in one to which there corresponds nothing in the other,
while all real causality between them is excluded. But one should
be wary of the word “parallelism,” which is not Spinoza’s. It
seems to be a creation of Leibniz’s, who employs it on his own
account to designate such a correspondence between autono-
mous or independent series.!'” So we should not imagine that
identity of order is enough to identify Spinoza’s system; there is
a sense in which it is found in more or less all doctrines that
refuse to interpret correspondences in terms of real causality. If
the word “parallelism™ does adequately characterize Spinoza’s
philosophy, it does so by itself implying something beside a mere
identity of order, something beside a correspondence. And it does
s0 also because Spinoza is not satisfied with this correspondence
or this identity as definition of the link that unites modes of
different attributes.|

Thus Spinoza gives two further formulations that extend the
first: identity of connection or equality of principle, identity of being
or ontological unity. The specifically Spinozist theory is stated thus:
“One and the same order, that is, one and the same connection
of causes, i.e., that the same things follow one another.”!8 One
should certainly be in no haste to consider order and connection
(connexio or concatenatio) as strictly synonymous. What is certain
is that in the passage just cited, the assertion of an identity of
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being amounts to something more than a mere identity of con-
nection; so that it appears likely that connection already involves
something more than order. And indeed, identity of connection
means not only the autonomy of corresponding series, but an
isonomy, that is, an equality of principle between autonomous
or independent series.d Consider two corresponding series, but
with unequal principles, that of one being in some way eminent
in relation to that of the other: between a solid and its projec-
tion, a line and an asymptote, there is indeed an identity of order
or correspondence, but not, strictly speaking, an “identity of
connection.” The points of a curve are not linked together (con-
catenantur) in the same way as those of a straight line.c In such
cases one can speak of parallelism only in a very vague sense.
“parallels,” in the strict sense, require an equality of principle
between the two corresponding series of points. When Spinoza
asserts that modes of different attributes have not only the same
order, but also the came connection or concatenation, he means
that the principles on which they depend are themselves equal.
Already in the passages of the Short Treatise, if two attributes or
two modes of different attributes are “taken together,” this is
because they form equal parts or halves of a whole. Parallelism
is given its strict sense by the equality of attributes, which guar-
antees that the connection is the same between things whose
order is the same.

Leibniz, then, coins the word “parallelism,” but invokes it for
his own purposes in a very general and hardly satisfactory manner:
Leibniz’s system does indeed imply a correspondence between
autonomous series, substances and phenomena, solids and pro-
jections; but the principles of these series are singularly unequal.
(One may add that Leibniz, when he speaks more exactly, invokes
the image of projection rather than that of parallels.) Spinoza,
on the other hand, does not use the word “parallelism,” yet the
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word suits his system, as he does suppose the equality of the prin-
ciples from which independent and corresponding series follow.
Here again one sees well enough the nature of his polemical
intent. By his strict parallelism Spinoza refuses any analogy, any
eminence, any kind of superiority of one series over another, and
any ideal action that presupposes a preeminence: there is no more
any superiority of soul over body, than of the attribute of Thought
over that of Extension. And the third formulation of parallelism,
that which asserts identity of being, goes even further in the same
direction: the modes of different attributes have not only the
same order and the same connection, but the same being; they
are the same things, distinguished only by the attribute whose con-
cept they involve. Modes of different attributes are one and the
same modification, differing only in attribute. Through this iden-
tity of being or ontological unity, Spinoza refuses the interven-
tion of a transcendent God to make each term in one series agree
with a term in the other, or even to set the series in agreement
through their unequal principles. Spinoza’s doctrine is rightly
named “parallelism,” but this because it excludes any analogy,
any eminence, any transcendence. Parallelism, strictly speaking,
is to be understood neither from the viewpoint of occasional
causes, nor from the viewpoint of ideal causality, but only from
the viewpoint of an immanent God and immanent causality.

The essence of expression is in play in all this. For the rela-
tion of expression goes beyond the relation of causality: it applies
to independent things, and to autonomous series which have, no
less than these, a determinate correspondence, constant and reg-
ular. If Spinoza’s philosophy and that of Leibniz have a natural
line of engagement,! it is to be found in the idea of expression,
in their respective use of this idea. And we will see that Leibniz’s
“expressive” model is always that of asymptote or projection.
The expressive model that emerges in Spinoza’s theory is quite
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different: a “parallelist” model, it implies the equality of two
things that express the same third thing, and the identity of this
third thing as expressed in the other two. The idea of expression
in Spinoza at once brings together and grounds the three aspects
of parallelism.

Parallelism characterizes modes, and modes alone. But it is
grounded in substance and the attributes of substance. God pro-
duces things in all attributes at once: he produces them in the
same order in each, and so there is a correspondence between
modes of different attributes. But because attributes are really
distinct this correspondence, or identity of order, excludes any
causal action of one on another. Because the attributes are all
equal, there is an identity of connection between modes differing
in attribute. Because attributes constitute one and the same sub-
stance, modes that differ in attribute form one and the same mod-
ification. One may in a sense see in this the triad of substance
“descending” into the attributes and communicating itself to the
modes.2 Substance expressed itself in attributes, each attribute
was an expression, the essence of substance was expressed. Now
each attribute expresses itself, the dependent modes are expres-
sions, and a modification is expressed. It will be recalled that the
essence they expressed had no existence outside the attributes,
but was expressed as the absolute essence of substance, the same
for all attributes. The same applies here: a modification has no
existence outside the mode that expresses it in each attribute,

but it is expressed as a modification of substance, the same for

all modes differing in attribute. One and the same modification
is thus expressed in the infinity of attributes in “an infinity of
modes,” which differ only in attribute. Importance must there-
fore be attached to the terms “mode” and “modification.” In prin-
ciple, a mode is an affection of an attribute, a modification an
affection of substance. One is to be understood formally, the
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other ontologically. Every mode is the form of a modification in
an attribute, every modification the being in itself of modes
differing in attribute (being in itself is not here opposed to a bein
for us, but to a formal being). Their correlation may be stateg
Fhus: modes differing in attribute express one and the same mod-
ification, but this modification has no existence outside the
n'lodes expressing it in different attributes. Whence a formula-
tion presented by Spinoza himself as obscure: “God is really the
cause of things as they are in themselves (ut in se sunt) insoz;r as
he consists of an infinity of attributes.h For the presen‘t I cannot
explain these matters more clearly’1? “In itself” obvio'usl does
not mean that the things produced by God are substancezr The
resl in se is substantial modification; but God does not ro'duce
this modification outside the modes that express it in Ell attri-
butes at once. We see the triad of substance, then, extending to
amodal triad (attribute-mode-modification). And this is precigsel
how Spinoza demonstrates parallelism in the Scholium to II 7}:
flu;; as one an: the same substance is “comprehended” untie;
itferent attributes, one a i iticati i
“expressed” in all at'tribute::latsh::h::rt':ntghll?ai E";“;"‘_r‘ca“"“) .
\ xistence out-
side the modes that express it in each attribute, modes differing

in attribute have the same order, the same connection, and the
same being in themselves.



CHAPTER SEVEN

The Two Powers and the Idea of God

Parallelism, then, seems easy to demonstrate. One need only
carry the unity of substance into modification, and the expres-
sive character of attributes into modes, the transposition being
grounded in the necessity of production (the second level of
expression). But when we consider Part Two, Proposition 7 as a
whole, we are disconcerted to find before us a far more complex
operation. Thus the text of Enuncia, Proof and Corollary does
indeed assert an identity of order, connection and even being, but
not between modes expressing the same modification in each
attribute. The triple identity is asserted only of ideas, which are
modes of Thought, and the thing they represent, which is a mode
of some attribute. Such parallelism is epistemological: it is estab-
lished between an idea and its “object” (res ideata, objectum ideae).
The Scholium, on the other hand, follows the lines indicated
above: it deduces an ontological parallelism between all modes
differing in attribute. But it itself reaches this conclusion only by
way of the proof and corollary: it generalizes the case of an idea
and its object, extending it to all modes differing in attribute.!
Several questions arise. In the first place, assuming the two
parallelisms go together, why does one have to pass at the outset
through an “epistemological” detour? Is it only a detour? What
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is its sense and importance in the Ethics as a whole? Above all,
are the two parallelisms reconcilable? The epistemological view-
point amounts to this: that given a mode in some attribute, there
corresponds to it in the attribute of Thought an idea that repre-
sents it, and it alone.? Far from leading us to the unity of a
“modification” expressed by all modes in different attributes,
epistemological parallelism directs us rather to the simple unity
of an “individual” formed by the mode of a certain attribute and
the idea that represents solely this mode.? Far from leading us
to the unity of all modes differing in their attribute, it directs us
to the multiplicity of the ideas corresponding to modes of dif-
ferent attributes. In this sense, “psychophysical” parallelism is a
particular case of epistemological parallelism: the soul is the idea
of the body, that is to say, the idea of a certain mode of Exten-
sion, and of this mode only. The epistemological viewpoint, then,
may be stated thus: one and the same individual is expressed by
a given mode and by the corresponding idea. But the ontologi-
cal viewpoint thus: one and the same modification is expressed
by all corresponding modes differing in attribute. Of all Spinoza’s
friends and disciples, it is Tschirnhaus who best emphasizes the
difficulty, recognizing that it is at the heart of the system of
expression.* How may the two viewpoints be reconciled? This,
most particularly, since epistemology forces us to confer on the
attribute of Thought a singular privilege: the attribute must con-
tain as many irreducible ideas as there are modes of different attri-
butes; still more, as many ideas as there are attributes. This
privilege seems in flagrant contradiction with all the demands
of ontological parallelism.

We must therefore examine the Proof and Corollary of Proposi-
tion 7 in detail: “The order and connection of ideas is the same
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as the order and connection of things.” The Proof is simple; it
merely invokes the axiom that “The knowledge of an effect
depends on, and involves, the knowledge of its cause.” Which
takes us back, in its turn, to the Aristotelian principle that to
know is to know by the cause. In Spinoza’s perspective one de-
duces: (1) To every idea there corresponds some thing (nothing
can be known independently of a cause of its being, in essence
or in existence); (2) The order of ideas is the same as the order
of things (a thing is known only by knowledge of its cause).

But this specifically Spinoza's perspective involves more than
just Aristotle’s axiom. How otherwise could we understand the
fact that Aristotle and many others did not reach a theory of par-
allelism? Spinoza happily recognizes this: “We have shown that
a true idea is simple, or composed of simple ideas; that it shows
how and why something is, or has been done; and that its objec-
tive effects proceed in the soul according to the formal nature
of its object. This is the same as what the ancients said, i.e., that
true knowledge proceeds from cause to effect — except that so far
as | know they never conceived the soul (as we do here) as acting
according to certain laws, like a spiritual automaton.”s “Spir-
itual automaton” means first of all that an idea, being a mode of
thought, has its (efficient and formal) cause nowhere but in the
attribute of Thought. Equally, any object whatever has its effi-
cient and formal cause only in the attribute of which it is a mode,
and whose concept it involves. Here then is what sets Spinoza
apart from the tradition leading down from Antiquity: all effi-
cient or formal (and a fortiori material and final) causality between
ideas and things, things and ideas, is excluded. This double exclu-
sion is not referred to an axiom, but is the object of proofs that
occupy the beginning of Part Two of the Ethics.® Spinoza can thus
assert the independence of the two series, the series of things and
the series of ideas. That to each idea there corresponds some
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thing is, in this context, an initial element of parallelism.

But only an initial element. For ideas to have the same con-
nection as things, there must also be an idea corresponding to
each thing. We come back to two formulae of the Short Treatise:
“No idea can exist unless the thing also exists,” but in turn
“There is no thing of which there is not an idea in the thinking
thing."” But, to prove that each thing is the object of an idea, we
no longer run up against the difficulties that stopped us in the a
posteriori proof. For now we start from an existent God. We know
that this God understands himself: he forms an idea of himself,
he possesses an infinite understanding. But it is enough for this
God to understand himself, to produce things and, producing,
to understand all that he produces.

ITo the extent that God produces as he understands himself,
all that he produces necessarily “falls” within his infinite under-
standing. In understanding himself and his own essence, God
also understands all that follows from his essence. So infinite
understanding understands all the attributes of God, as well as
all his affections.® ldeas that God forms are ideas of his own
essence, but are also ideas of all that he formally produces in his
attributes. There are thus as many ideas as there are things, each
thing being the object of an idea. One calls a “thing,” indeed,
anything that follows formally from the divine substance; things
are explicated through that attribute of which they are a mode.
But as God understands all he produces, to each mode that fol-
lows from an attribute there corresponds an idea in God’s under-
standing. Thus ideas themselves flow from the idea of God, just
as modes follow or flow from their respective attribute; the idea
of God is thus the cause of all ideas, just as God is himself the
cause of all things:]

To every idea there corresponds some thing, and to every thing
an idea. It is just this theme that allows Spinoza to assert an equal-
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ity of principle: there are in God two equal powers. In Proposi-
tion 7, the Corollary is linked to the Proof precisely through the
recognition of this equality of powers: “From this it follows that
God’s power of thinking is equal to his actual power of acting.”
Thus the argument from powers no longer serves to prove a
posteriori the existence of God, but plays a decisive role in deter-
mining epistemological parallelism. It allows us to go farther still,
and to assert an identity of being between objects and ideas. This
is the point of the Corollary: what follows formally (that is to say,
in this or that attribute) from God’s infinite nature, is the same
as what follows objectively from the idea of God. One and the
same thing is formal in the attrjbute on which it depends within
the power of existing and acting, and objective in the idea of God
on which it depends within the power of thinking. A mode of
an attribute and the idea of that mode are one and the same thing
expressed in two ways, under two powers. In the Proof and Cor-
ollary taken together we thus find once again the three moments
of parallelism: identity of order, identity of connection or equal-
ity of principle, and identity of being, but here these apply only
to the relations of an idea and its object.

Spinoza’s God is a God who both is, and produces, all, like the
One and All of the Platonists; but he is also a God who thinks
both himself and everything, like Aristotle’s Prime Mover. We
must on the one hand attribute to God a power of existing and
acting identical to his formal essence, or corresponding to his
idea. But we must equally, on the other hand, attribute to him a
power of thinking identical to his objective essence, or corres-
ponding to his nature. Now this principle of the equality of
powers merits close examination, because there is a danger of
confusing it with another principle of equality, which concerns
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the attributes alone. Yet the distinction of powers and attributes
has an essential importance in Spinozism. God, that is the absolutely
infinite, possesses two equal powers: the power of existing and
acting, and the power of thinking and knowing. If one may use
a Bergsonian formulation, the absolute has two “sides,” two
halves. If the absolute thus possesses two powers, jt does so in
and through itself, involving them in its radical unity. Such is not
the case with attributes. We know of only two, Extension and
Thought, but this because our knowledge is limited, because we
are constituted by a mode of Extension and a mode of Thought.
The determination of the two powers is on the other hand in no
way relative to the limits of our knowledge, any more than it
depends on the nature of our constitution. The power of existing
we assert of God is an absolutely infinite power: God exists
“absolutely,” and produces an infinity of things in the “absolute
infinity” of his attributes (and so in an infinity of modes).? Simi-
larly, the power of thinking is absolutely infinite. Spinoza does not
merely say that it is infinitely perfect; God thinks himself abso-
lutely, and thinks an infinity of things in an infinity of modes.!°
Whence the expressions absoluta cogitatio to designate the power
of thinking, and intellectus absolute infinitus to designate infinite
understanding; and the thesis according to which an infinity of
things in an infinity of modes follows (objectively) from the idea
of God."" The two powers are thus in no way relative: they are
the halves of the absolute, the dimensions of the absolute, the
powers of the absolute. Schelling is a Spinozist when he devel-
ops a theory of the absolute, representing God by the symbol “A%”
which comprises the Real and the Ideal as its powers.!?

It may be asked: What are the conditions for asserting of God
an absolutely infinite power of existing and acting, corresponding
to his nature? The conditions are that he should have an infinity
of formally distinct attributes which, taken together, constitute
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this nature itself. We know, it is true, only two attributes. But we
also know that the power of existing is not the same as the attri-
bute of Extension: ideas exist no less than bodies, and Thought
is no less than Extension a form of existence or “genus.” Nor, fur-
thermore, do Thought and Extension taken together suffice to
exhaust or fulfill an absolute power of existing. We arrive here
at the positive ground of God’s infinity of attributes. In an impor-
tant passage of the Short Treatise, Spinoza asserts that “We find
in ourselves something which openly indicates to us not only
that there are more, but also that there are infinite perfect attri-
butes”; unknown attributes “tell us that they are, though they
so far do not tell us what they are.”3 In other words: the very
fact of our existence shows us that existence is not exhausted by
the attributes we know. As infinite perfection does not bear its
reason within itself, God must have an infinity of infinitely per-
fect attributes, all equal to one another, and each constituting
an ultimate or irreducible form of existence. We know that none
exhausts the absolute power of existing which belongs to God
as sufficient reason.

The absolutely infinite consists, first of all, of an infinity of
formally or really distinct attributes. All attributes are equal,
none being superior or inferior to any other, and each expres-
sing an infinitely perfect essence. All these formal essences are
expressed by the attributes as the absolute essence of substance,
are identified, that is, in ontologically single substance. The for-
mal essence is the essence of God as it exists in each attribute.
The absolute essence is the same essence, in relation to a sub-
stance from which existence necessarily flows, a substance, then,
that possesses all attributes. Expression here appears as the rela-
tion of form and absolute: each form expresses, explicates or
unfolds the absolute, but the absolute contains or “complicates”
an infinity of forms. God’s absolute essence is the absolutely
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infinite power of existing and acting; but we only assert this
primary power as identical to the essence of God conditionally
upon an infinity of formally or really distinct attributes. The
power of existing and acting is thus absolute formal essence. And
this is how the equality of attributes is to be understood: all
attributes are equal relative to this power of existing and acting
that they condition.?

But the absolute has a second power, as it were a second for-
mula or “period” of expression: God understands and expresses
himself objectively. God’s absolute essence is formal in the attri-
butes that constitute his nature, and objective in the idea that
necessarily represents this nature. The idea of God thus represents
all formally or really distinct attributes, to the extent that a dis-
tinct soul or idea corresponds to each.* The same attributes that
are formally distinguished in God are objectively distinguished
in the idea of God. But this idea is nonetheless absolutely unitary,
like the substance constituted by all the attributes.'s Absolute
objective essence is thus the second power of the absolute itself:
one cannot posit a being as cause of all things, without its objec-
tive essence also being the cause of all ideas.!® God’s absolute
essence is objectively the power of thinking and knowing, as it
is formally the power of existing and acting. Another reason to
ask, in this new instance: What are the conditions for attributing
to God this absolutely infinite power of thinking, as identical to
his objective essence?

It is no more legitimate to confuse the attribute of Thought with
the power of thinking, than to confuse the attribute of Extens:‘orr with ,
the power of existing. And yet there is a passage of Spinoza’s that
seems to say the express opposite, identifying the attribute of
Thought with the absoluta cogitatio.'” But Spinoza goes on to spec-

ify the sense in which this identification should be understood‘:
only that the power of thinking has as its sole condition the attri-
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bute of Thought. Spinoza does indeed sometimes inquire into the
condition of the power of thinking or, which comes to the same
thing, into the possibility of the idea of God: for God to be able
to think an infinity of things in an infinity of ways, for it to be
possible for him to form an idea of his essence and of all that fol-
lows from it, he must, and need only, have the attribute that is
Thought.!® The attribute of Thought thus suffices to condition
a power of thinking equal to the power of existing, which is how-
ever conditioned by all attributes (including Thought). One
should not rush into attacking Spinoza’s inconsistency. For one
only finds inconsistency by confusing two very different princi-
ples of equality in Spinoza. On the one hand, all attributes are
equal; but this should be understood in relation to the power of
existing and acting. On the other hand, this power of existing is
only one half of the absolute, the other half being a power of
thinking equal to it: it is in relation to this second power that
the attribute of Thought enjoys certain privileges. By itself it con-
ditions a power equal to that conditioned by all the other attri-
butes. There does not seem to be any contradiction in this, but
rather an ultimate fact. A fact that in no way concerns our con-
stitution or the limitations of our knowledge. The fact rather of
divine constitution or of the unfolding of the absolute. “The fact
is” that no attribute suffices to fulfill the power of existing: a
thing can exist and act, without being extended or thinking.
Nothing, on the other hand, can be known except by thought;
the power of thinking and knowing is indeed fulfilled by the
attribute of Thought. There would be contradiction had Spinoza
first of all posited the equality of all attributes, and then, from
the same viewpoint, given to the attribute of Thought powers
and functions at variance with such equality. But Spinoza does
not proceed in this way: it is the equality of powers that confers
special capacities in a domain which is no longer that of the

121



PARALLELISM AND IMMANENCE

equality of attributes. The attribute of Thought is to the power of
thinking what all attributes (including Thought) are to the power of
existing and acting.

Three consequences follow from the relation (and so, also, from
the difference) between the power of thinking and the attribute
of Thought. First, the power of thinking is asserted, by nature or
participation, of all that is “objective.” The objective essence of
God is an absolutely infinite power of thinking; and all that flows
from that essence participates in this power. But objective being
would amount to nothing did it not itself have a formal being in the
attribute of Thought. Not only the objective essence of what is pro-
duced by God, but also the objective essences of attributes, and
the objective essence of God himself, are subject to the condition
of being “formed” in the attribute of Thought.! Thus the idea of
God is but a mode of Thought, and belongs to natura naturata. The
modes of the attribute of Thought are not, strictly speaking, the
objective essences or objective beings of ideas as such. Modes
or products are always ideas taken in their formal being. Thus
Spinoza takes great care in giving to the first mode of Thought
the name of infinite understanding: for infinite understanding is
not the idea of God from some viewpoint or other, but just the
formal being of the idea of God.20 It is true, and one must insist
on this point, that objective being would be nothing without this
formal being through which it is a mode of the attribute (?f
Thought. Or, if you like, it would be only potential, without this»
potentiality ever being actualized.

We must still distinguish two viewpoints: in its necessity the
idea of God is grounded in natura naturans. For it belongs neces-
sarily to God, considered in his absolute nature, to ur.lderstand
himself. There attaches to him an absolute power of thinking
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identical with his objective essence, or corresponding to his idea.
The idea of God is thus an objective principle, an absolute prin-
ciple of all that follows objectively in God. But in its possibility
the idea of God is grounded only in the natura naturata to which
it belongs. It can be “formed” only in the attribute of Thought,
finds in the attribute of Thought the formal principle on which
it depends, precisely because this attribute is the condition of
asserting of God the absolutely infinite power of thinking. The
distinction between the two viewpoints, that of necessity and that
of possibility, seems to me to be of importance in the theory of
the idea of God.2! The nature of God, to which corresponds the
power of existing and acting, is grounded in necessity and pos-
sibility at once: its possibility is established by the formally dis-
tinct attributes, and its necessity by these same attributes taken
together, ontologically “one.” The same does not apply to the
idea of God: its objective necessity is established in the nature of
God, but its formal possibility in the single attribute of Thought
to which, consequently, it belongs as a mode. It will be recalled
that divine power is always actual; but the power of thinking
corresponding to the idea of God would not, indeed, be actual,
did not God produce infinite understanding as the formal being
of this idea. Infinite understanding is, in addition, called the
Son of God, the Christ.22 Now in the barely Christian image of
Christ as Wisdom, Word or Voice of God, proposed by Spinoza,
one may distinguish an aspect in which it agrees objectively with
the absolute nature of God, an aspect in which it formally flows
from the divine nature regarded under the sole attribute of
Thought.?? So that the question whether Spinoza’s God thinks
himself in himself is a subtle one, which may only be resolved if
we remember that infinite understanding is only a mode.2* For if
God has wisdom or knowledge, it is a knowledge of himself and
of his own nature; if he necessarily understands himself, he does
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so by virtue of his own nature: the power of thinking, and of
thinking himself, properly belongs to him, then, absolutely. But
this power would remain only potential did not God create in
the attribute of Thought the formal being of the idea in which
he thinks himself. Thus God’s understanding does not belong to
his nature, while the power of thinking does belong to that
nature. God produces things as he objectively understands him-
self; but the process of understanding itself necessarily has the
form of a product.?’

Such is the first privilege of the attribute of Thought: it for-
mally contains modes that, taken objectively, represent the attri-
butes themselves. This first privilege is not to be confused with
another, which flows from it. A mode that depends on a par-
ticular attribute is represented by an idea in the attribute of
Thought; but a mode that differs from the first in attribute must
be represented by another idea. For whatever participates, within
this or that attribute, in the power of existing and acting, also
participates in the power of thinking, but always in the attribute
of Thought. As Schuller says, “the attribute of Thought has a
much wider extension than the other attributes2¢ Given a sub-
stantial modification, it will be expressed only once in each of
the other attributes, but an infinity of times in infinite under-
standing, and, therefore, in the attribute of Thought.?? And each
idea that expresses it in Thought will represent a mode of one
particular attribute, rather than of some other. So that there will
be as great a distinction between ideas as between attributes
themselves or modes of different attributes: they will have “no’
connection.” There will thus be an objective distinction be-
tween ideas, equivalent to the real formal distinction between
attributes, or modes differing in attribute. Furthermore, this dis-
tinction between ideas will itself be objective and formal, inso-

far as it is brought into relation with the formal being of the
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ideas themselves. Thought will thus contain modes which, while
belonging to the same attribute, are nevertheless distinguished
not modally, but formally or really. This privilege, once again,
would remain unintelligible, were it not for the introduction of
the special relation between the attribute of Thought and the
power of thinking. Objective formal distinction is the necessary cor-
relate in the idea of God of real formal distinction as it applies in the
nature of God; it designates the act of infinite understanding
when it grasps diverse attributes, or corresponding modes of
diverse attributes.

In the third place, everything that exists formally has an idea
that corresponds to it objectively. But the attribute of Thought
is itself a form of existence, and every idea has a formal being in
this attribute. Therefore every idea is, in its turn, the object of
an idea that represents it; this other idea is the object of a third,
and so on ad infinitum. In other words: if it be true that every
idea that participates in the power of thinking belongs formally
to the attribute of Thought, then conversely, every idea that
belongs to the attribute of Thought is the object of an idea that
participates in the power of thinking. Whence this final appar-
ent privilege of the attribute of Thought, which is the ground of
a capacity of ideas to reflect themselves ad infinitum. Spinoza
sometimes says that the idea of an idea has to the idea the same
relation as the idea to its object. This is surprising, insofar as idea
and object are the same thing considered under two attributes,
while the idea of an idea and the idea itself would then be the
same thing under the same attribute.?? But object and idea are
not referred only to two attributes, but referred also to two pow-
ers, the power of existing and acting, and the power of thinking
and knowing. It is the same with an idea and the idea of that idea:
they are certainly referred to the same attribute, but are referred
also to two powers, since the attribute of Thought is on the one
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hand a form of existence, and on the other, the condition of the
power of thinking.

Given this situation, one understands how the theory of the
idea of an idea develops in two different directions. For an idea
and an idea of that idea may be distinguished insofar as we con-
sider|the one in its formal being, in relation to the power of
existing‘,\ and 'the other in its objective being, in relation to the
power of thinking:|the Correction of the Understanding presents
the idea of an idea as another idea, distinct from the first.3? But
every idea is, on the other hand, referred to the power of think-
ing: even its formal being is only the condition of its participa-
tion in that power. From this viewpoint we see the unity of an
idea and the idea of that idea, insofar as they are given in God
with the same necessity, by the same power of thinking.3! There is
consequently only a distinction of reason between the two ideas:
the idea of an idea is the form of that idea, referred as such to

the power of thinking.

The apparent contradictions of parallelism vanish once two very
different arguments are distinguished: that from powers and their
equality, and that from attributes and their equality. Epistemo-
logical parallelism follows from the equality of powers. Ontolog-
ical parallelism follows from the equality of attributes (in relation
to the power of existing). A difficulty does, however, remain. The
Scholium to 11.7 passes from epistemological to ontological par-
allelism. The transition is effected simply by generalization? ]
understand the same concerning the other attributes.” But what
account is to be given of this transition? From the fact that an
object (in whatever attribute) and its idea (in the attribute of
Thought) are one and the same thing (or individual), Spinoza
infers that correlative objects in all attributes are one and the
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same thing (or modification). But it might seem that the argu-
ment should lead, not to the unity of a modification, but rather
to an infinite and irreducible plurality of “idea-object” pairs.

The difficulty is only resolved by considering the complex sta-
tus of the idea of God. From the viewpoint of its objective neces-
sity, the idea of God is an absolute principle, with no less unity
than absolutely infinite substance. From the viewpoint of its for-
mal possibility, it is only a mode whose principle is to be found
in the attribute of Thought. Hence the idea of God is able to
communicate something of substantial unity to modes. Indeed,
ideas that flow from the idea of God itself — that is to say, modes
of thinking that belong to infinite understanding — will have a
specifically modal unity. The same modification will thus find
expression in an infinity of ways in God’s infinite understand-
ing. Consequently, the objects represented by these ideas will be
objects differing only in attribute: like their ideas, they will
express one and the same modification. A mode in some attri-
bute forms, with the idea that represents it, an irreducible “indi-
vidual”; as does an idea in the attribute of Thought together with
the object it represents. But this infinity of individuals corre-
spond to one another, in that they express a single modification.
Thus the same modification exists not only in an infinity of
modes, but in an infinity of individuals, each of which is consti-
tuted by a mode and the idea of that mode.

But why did we have to pass through epistemological paral-
lelism? Why not deduce the unity of substantial modification
directly from the unity of substance? Because God produces
things in attributes that are formally or really distinct; attri-
butes are indeed expressive, but each finds expression on its own
account, as an ultimate and irreducible form. Of course every-
thing leads one to think that production will benefit from a unity
deriving from substance itself. For, while each attribute finds
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expression on its own account, God nonetheless produces in all
attributes at once. Everything leads us then to expect that there
will be modes in different attributes expressing the same mod-
ification. Yet we have no absolute certainty in this matter. One
might even conceive as many worlds as there are attributes.
Nature would be one in substance, but multiple'in its modifica-
tions, what is produced in one attribute remaining absolutely dif-
ferent from what is produced in another. It is because of their
individual coherence, their specificity, that we are forced to seek
a separate ground of the unity of which they are capable. Kant
criticized Spinozism for failing to seek a specific principle of the
unity of the diverse in modes.3? (He was thinking of the unity of
modes in the same attribute, but the same problem arises with
the unity of a modification relative to modes of different attri-
butes.) But the objection seems unfounded. Spinoza was perfectly
aware of a particular problem in the unity of modes, and of the
need to invoke novel principles to account for the transition from
substantial unity to modal unity.

The idea of God provides just such a principle, through its
dual aspect. In it one passes from the unity of substance, consti-
tuted by all the attributes that express its essence, to the unity of
a modification comprehended in infinite understanding, but con-
stituted by the modes that express it in each attribute. To the ques-
tion: “Why are there not as many worlds as there are attributes
of God?” Spinoza simply replies by referring the reader to the
Scholium to 11.7.33 And this text embodies, precisely, an argument
that turns on infinite understanding (whence the importance of
the allusion to “some of the Hebrews”): God’s understanding has
no less unity than divine substance, and so the things he under-
stands have no less unity than God himself.
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Expression and Idea

Spinoza’s philosophy is a “Logic.” The nature and rules of this
Logic constitute his Method. The question whether the Method
and Logic of the Correction of the Understanding are retained in
the Ethics in their entirety is an important one, and can only be
resolved by examining the Correction itself. The treatise consists
of two distinct parts. The first concerns the end of Method, or
of Philosophy, the final end of thought: it deals primarily with
the form of a true idea.! The second part is mainly concerned
with the means of attaining this end; it deals with the content
of a true idea.? The first part necessarily anticipates the second,
since the end predetermines the means by which one attains it.
Each of these points must be analyzed.

The end of Philosophy, or the first part of Method, does not
consist in our gaining knowledge of some thing, but in gaining
knowledge of our power of understanding. Not of gaining knowl-
edge of Nature, but gaining a conception of, and acquiring, a
higher human nature.3 Which is to say that Method, in its first
aspect, is essentially reflexive: it consists solely in the knowledge
of pure understanding, of its nature, its laws and its forces.*
“Method is nothing but a reflexive knowledge, or an idea of an
idea.” There is in this respect no difference between the Ethics
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and the Correction of the Understanding. The object of Methold is
again the final end of Philosophy. Part Five of the Ethics describes
this end not as the knowledge of some thing, but as th‘e knowl-
edge of our power of comprehension, of our under'standmg; from
it are deduced the conditions of beatitude,* which is t!‘le full actutl-
alization of this power. Whence the title of Part Five: De Potentia
‘ seu de libertate humana.
mtef;:::use Method is reflexive knowledge itself, this founda-
tion, which must direct our thoughts, can be nothing other than
knowledge of what constitutes the form of truth.”ﬁ.ln what f]oes
this relation of form and reflection consist? Reflexive conscious-
ness is the idea of an idea. We have seen that the idea of an 1df:a
is distinct from that idea itself, insofar as the latter is. re'ferrec? in
its formal being to the power of existing, the former in -1ts ob].ec-
tive being to the power of thinking. But, from another wewpomt.f
an idea taken in its formal being already refers t? the.powerf:
thinking. The formal being of an idea is, indeed, its BXIStEI:lce lnf
the attribute of Thought. And this attribute is not only a kn"ld o
existence, but also the condition for ascribing to any thl-ng‘a
power of thinking, understanding and knowing. God has w1fhm
the attribute of Thought an absolutely infinite power of tljnnk-
ing. An idea within the attribute of Thought has a determma::
power of knowing or understanding. The power of underst;rl -
ing that belongs to an idea is the power of thmklﬁg of God him-
self insofar as it is “explicated” in this idea. It will thus b‘e seen
that the idea of an idea is the idea considered in itf-s form, 1ns.r:;f(a;rr
as it possesses a power of understanding or knowing (as .part
the absolute power of thinking). So form and reflection are
impli in the other.
]mgll'flj:efir(::eis always the form of some idea we actually haw‘e.
And one must add that only truth has a form. Had falsity a form it
would be impossible for us to take the false for the true, and so
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to be mistaken.” Form is, then, always the form of some true idea
we have. Just to have a true idea is enough for it to be reflected,
and to reflect its power of knowing; it is enough to know, to
know that one knows.® Hence Method presumes that one has
some true idea or other. It presupposes an “innate force” of
understanding which cannot fail among all its ideas to have at least
one that is true.” It is in no sense the end of Method to furnish us
with such an idea, but rather to produce the “reflection” of one
we have already, to make us understand our power of knowledge.
But in what does such reflection consist? Form is not in gen-
eral opposed to content, but formal being to objective or rep-
resentative being: the idea of an idea is the idea in its form,
independently of the object it represents. Thought is indeed, like
all attributes, autonomous; so modes of Thought, ideas, are
automata. That is to say, they depend in their formal being on
the attribute of Thought alone: here they are considered “without
relation to the object.”10 So the form of an idea is opposed to its
objective or representative content. But it is in no way opposed
to some other content that the idea might itself be supposed to
possess independently of the object it represents. In fact we
should guard against a double mistake concerning both the form
and the content of an idea.[Suppose we accept the definition of
truth as a correspondence of an idea with its object. This cer-
tainly tells us nothing of a true idea’s form: so how are we to
know whether an idea accords with its object? Nor does it tell
us anything of a true idea’s content; for a true idea, on this defi-
nition, will have no more reality or internal perfection than a false
one.!! The conception of truth as correspondence gives us no
definition, either formal or material, of truth; it proposes a purely
nominal definition, an extrinsic designation] One may perhaps
think, then, that “clarity and distinctness” provides a better deter-
mination, that is, an internal characterization of truth as it is pres-
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ent in an idea. But it does nothing of the sort. Taken in themselves
clarity and distinctness do indeed relate an idea’s content, but
they relate only to its “objective” or “representative” content.
They also relate to the form, but only to the form of “psycho-
logical consciousness” in the idea. They thus allow us to recognize
a true idea, the very idea presupposed by the Method, but give us no
knowledge of the material content of that idea, nor of its logical
form. Moreover, clarity and distinctness cannot take us beyond
the duality of form and content. Cartesian clarity is dual, rather
than some single thing. Descartes himself asks us to distinguish
a material evidence, as it were, the clarity and distinctness of an
idea’s objective content, and a formal evidence, a clarity attaching
to the “ground” of our belief in the idea.!? This dualism extends
into the Cartesian division of understanding and will. In short,
Cartesianism fails not only to conceive the true content of ideas
as material, and their true form as logical, but fails also to rise
to the standpoint of the “spiritual automaton” which implies the
identity of these.

Ideas have a logical form that should not be confused with
a form of psychological consciousness. They have a material
content that should not be confused with their representative
content. One has only to discover this true form and true con-
tent, to conceive their unity: the soul or understanding as a
“spiritual automaton.” Its form, as a form of truth, is one with the
content of any true idea: it is by thinking the content of some
true idea which we have that we reflect® the idea in its form,
and understand our power of thinking. We then see why Method
involves a second part, and why the first part necessarily antici-
pates the second. The first part of Method, its final goal, is
concerned with the form of a true idea, the idea of an idea, a
reflexive idea. The second is concerned with the content of a true
idea, that is, with the adequacy of an idea. This second part is,
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so to speak, a means subordinate to an end, but also the means
on which the realization of that end depends. It inquires: What
is an idea’s content? That is, what makes an idea adequate?

.A true idea is, from the viewpoint of its form, an idea of the idea;
from the viewpoint of its matter it is an adequate idea. Just as
the idea of an idea is seen to be a reflexive idea, an adequate idea
is seen to be an expressive idea. In Spinoza the term “adequate”
never signifies the correspondence of an idea and the object it
represents or indicates, but the internal conformity of the idea
with something it expresses.| What does it express? Let us first
consider an idea as the knowledge of some thing. It is only true
knowledge to the extent that it bears on the thing’s essence: it
must “explicate” that essence. But it explicates or explains the
essence to the extent that it comprehends¢ the thing through its
proximate cause: it must “express” this cause itself, must, that
is, “involve” a knowledge of the cause.!? This conception of
knowledge is thoroughly Aristotelian. Spinoza does not merely
mean that the effects known depend on causes. He means in Aris-
totelian manner that knowledge of a thing itself depends on a
knowledge of its cause. But this renewal of an Aristotelian prin-
ciple is inspired by parallelism: that knowledge should thus pro-
gress from cause to effect must be understood as the law of an
autonomous Thought, the expression of an absolute power on
which all ideas depend. It thus amounts to the same as saying
that knowledge of an effect, considered objectively, “involves” a
knowledge of its cause, or that an idea, considered formally,
“expresses” its own cause.'* An adequate idea is just an idea that
expresses its cause. Thus Spinoza reminds us that his Method is
based on the possibility of linking ideas one to another in a chain,
one being the “complete cause” of another.!s As long as we
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remain with clear and distinct ideas, we have knowledge of effects
only; or to put it differently, we know only properties of things.®
Only adequate ideas, as expressive, give us knowledge through
causes, or through a thing’s essence. -

One now sees what the second part of Method amounts to.
We are still presumed to have a true idea, and to recognize it by
its clarity. But, even though the “innate force” of understanding
provide us at once with this recognition and this possession, this
still leaves us simply in the sphere of chance (fortuna). We still
have no adequate idea. The whole problem of Method becomes
the following: How to extract our true thoughts from the rule
of chance? That is: How make a true thought into an adequate
idea, linked to other adequate ideas? We set out from a true idea.
And it is best, given our aims, for us to choose a true idea, clear and
distinct, which quite obviously depends on our power of thinking, as it
has no object in Nature, for example the idea of a sphere (or circle)."7
We must render this idea adequate, that is, must connect it with
its own cause. It is not a matter, as in the Cartesian Method, of
knowing a cause from its effect. Rather is it a matter of under-
standing the knowledge we have of the effect through a knowl-
edge, itself more perfect, of its cause.

It may be objected that we set out in any case from a known
effect, that is to say, from an idea that is supposed given.'® But
we do not proceed from properties of the effect to certain prop-
erties of the cause, which would be only, as it were, necessary
conditions in relation to this effect. Starting from the effect we
determine the cause, even if through a “fiction,” as the sufficient,
reason of all the properties we conceive the effect to possess.'? It
is in this sense that we know through the cause, or that the cause
is better known than its effect. Cartesian Method is regressive and
analytic. Spinoza’s Method is reflexive and synthetic: reflexive
because it involves knowledge of an effect through knowledge of
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its cause; synthetic because it generates all the properties of the
effect from the cause known as sufficient reason. We have an ade-
quate idea to the extent that, from a thing, some of whose prop-
erties we conceive clearly, we give a genetic definition, from
which follow all of its known properties (and still others that we
do not know). It has often been noted that the only role of math-
ematics in Spinoza is to provide such a genetic process.?? The
cause as sufficient reason is what, being given, means that all the
thing’s properties are also given, and, being withdrawn, means
that all the properties are withdrawn with it.2! We define the
plane by the movement of a line, the circle by the movement of
a line with one endpoint fixed, the sphere by the movement of a
semicircle. To the extent that a thing’s definition expresses its
efficient cause or the genesis of what it defines, the thing’s idea
itself expresses its own cause, and we have rendered the idea ade-
quate. Thus Spinoza says that the second part of Method is pri-
marily a theory of definition: “The chief point of this second part
of the Method is concerned solely with this: knowing the con-
ditions of a good definition. .. 22

Spinoza’s Method is thus far already distinct from any analytic
procedure, but does at the same time have a certain regressive
appearance. Reflection appears similar to analysis in that we first
of all “suppose” an idea, in that we start from a supposed knowl-
edge of an effect. We suppose certain properties of the circle to
be clearly known; we rise to the sufficient reason from which all
the properties flow. But in determining the reason of the circle
as the movement of a line about one of its endpoints, we have
not yet reached a thought formed through itself or “absolutely.”
For such a movement is not contained in the concept of the
line, and is itself fictitious, calling for a cause that determines it.
Whence, if the second part of Method amounts primarily to a
theory of definition, it is not to be reduced to such a theory. A
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final problem presents itself: How exorcize the supposition with
which one began? How thereby extricate oneself from a fictitious
sequence? How construct the real itself, rather than remaining
on the level of mathematical entities or things of reason? We
reach the positing of a principle on the basis of a hypothesis; but
the principle must be of such a nature as to free itself entirely from the
hypothesis, to ground itself, and ground the movement by which
we reach it; it must as soon as possible render obsolete the pre-
supposition from which we started in order to discover it. Spin-
oza’s Method, in its opposition to Descartes, poses a problem
closely analogous to Fichte’s, reacting against Kant.?3

Spinoza recognizes that he cannot immediately set out “the
truths of Nature” in their due order.2* That is to say, he cannot
immediately set out the succession of ideas as they would have
to succeed one another, for the Real to be reproduced by the
power of Thought alone. One should not see in this any inade-
quacy of Method, but rather a requirement of Spinoza’s Method,
its way of taking its time. For Spinoza does also recognize that
he can very quickly reach the absolute principle from which all
ideas flow in due order: the Method will only be perfect when
we possess the idea of the perfect Being; “So in the beginning
we must take the greatest care that we arrive at knowledge of
such a Being as quickly as possible” We must “begin as soon as
possible from the first elements, i.e., from the source and origin
of Nature”; “As for order, to unite and order all our perceptions,
it is required that we ask as soon as possible, and as reason demands,
whether there is a certain Being, and at the same time, what sorg
of being it is, which is the cause of all things, so that its objec-
tive essence may also be the cause of all our ideas”?* Some com-
mentators change the form of these passages; and they are also
sometimes explained as belonging to an imperfect phase of Spin-
oza’s thought. This is not the case: that one cannot begin from
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the idea of God, that one cannot from the outset install oneself
in God, is a constant of Spinozism. There are real differences
between the Ethics and the Correction of the Understanding, but they
do not concern this point (but only the means used to reach the
idea of God as quickly as possible).

What is the theory in the Correction of the Understanding? 1f
we consider an infinite regress, that is an infinite sequence of
things that do not exist by their own nature, or whose ideas are
not formed through themselves, we recognize that the concept
of such a regression is in no way absurd. Yet at the same time —
and this is the real sense of the classic proof a posteriori — it would
be absurd not to recognize the following: that things that do not
exist by their own nature are determined in their existence (and
in the production of their effects) by something that itself does
exist necessarily and does produce its effects through itself. It is
always God who determines any cause to produce its effect; so
God is never, properly speaking, a “distant” or “remote” cause.2
Thus we do not start from the idea of God, but we reach it very
quickly, at the beginning of the regression; for without it we
would not even understand the possibility of a series, its effi-
ciency and actuality. Whence it little matters that we proceed through
a fiction. The introduction of a fiction may indeed help us to
reach the idea of God as quickly as possible without falling into
the traps of infinite regression. In conceiving the sphere, for
example, we form an idea to which no object in Nature cor-
responds. We explain it by the movement of a semicircle: the
cause is certainly fictitious, since nothing in Nature is produced
in such a wayj it is nonetheless a “true perception,” but this to
the extent that it is conjoined with the idea of God as the prin-
ciple which ideally determines the semicircle to motion, that is,
which determines that cause to produce the idea of the sphere.

Everything changes, however, once we arrive, by this means,
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at the idea of God. For we form this idea through itself and
absolutely. “If there is a God, or something omniscient, he can
feign nothing at all”?7 Starting from the idea of God we deduce
all other ideas, one from another, in “due order.” Not only is this
order now one of progressive synthesis, but, taken in this order,
ideas can no longer amount to things of reason, and all fiction is
excluded. They are necessarily ideas of “real or true things,” ideas
to which there corresponds some thing in Nature.?® The produc-
tion of ideas, starting from the idea of God, is of itself a repro-
duction of all the things in Nature; the sequence of ideas has no
need to copy the sequence of things, insofar as ideas are them-
selves produced on their own account, from the idea of God.?
Ideas do indeed “represent” some thing, but they represent a
thing precisely because they “express” their own cause, and
express the idea of God as determining that cause. All ideas, says
Spinoza, express or involve God’s essence, and are thereby ideas
of real or true things.3 We are no longer caught in a regressive
process that connects a true idea to its cause, if only fictitiously,
in order to rise as quickly as possible to the idea of God: that
process could only legitimately determine the content of true
ideas. We are now following a progressive procedure, from which
all fiction is excluded, and going from one real being to another,
deducing ideas one from another, starting from the idea of God:
ideas are then linked according to their own content; but their
content is also determined by this sequence; we grasp the iden-
tity of form and content, we are sure that the sequence of ideas
reproduces reality as such. We will later see just how the deduet
tion works in detail. It is enough for the moment to consider
how the idea of God, as an absolute principle, frees itself from
the hypothesis from which we began in order to rise to it, and
grounds a sequence of adequate ideas that is identical to the con-
struction of reality. The second part of the Method provides not
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merely a theory of genetic definition, but closes in a theory of
productive deduction.

Spinoza’s Method comprises, then, three general heads, each
strictly implicated in the others. The first part is concerned with
the end of thinking, which consists not so much in knowing some
thing, as knowing our power of knowing. Thought is from this
viewpoint considered in terms of its form: the form of a true idea
is an idea of the idea or a reflexive idea. The formal definition of
truth is that a true idea is the idea insofar as it is explained by our
power of knowing. Method, in this first aspect, is itself reflexive.

The second part of Method is concerned with the means of
realizing this end: some true idea or other is supposed given, but
we must make of it an adequate idea. Adequation constitutes the
matter of truth. The definition of an adequate idea (the mate-
rial definition of truth) is: an idea insofar as it expresses its own
cause, and insofar as it expresses God’s essence as determining that
cause. An adequate idea is thus an expressive idea. In this second
aspect, Method is genetic: the cause of an idea is determined as
the sufficient reason of all the properties of a thing. This part of
Method leads us to the highest thought, that is, leads us as quickly
as possible to the idea of God.

The second part concludes with a third and last head, con-
cerning the unity of form and content, end and means. One finds
in Spinoza as in Aristotle that formal and material definitions,
considered in general, fragment the real unity of a complete defi-
nition. Between an idea and an idea of the idea there is only a
distinction of reason: in reality reflexive and expressive ideas are
one and the same thing.

How should we understand this last unity? An idea never has
as its cause an object it represents; rather does it represent an

139



PARALLELISM AND IMMANENCE

object because it expresses its own cause. An idea has, then, a con-
tent, expressive and not representative, that is to be referred
solely to the power of thinking. But the power of thinking is what
constitutes the form of an idea as such. The concrete unity of the
two appears when all ideas are deduced one from another, mate-
rially from the idea of God, formally according to the power of
thinking alone. From this viewpoint the Method is deductive:
form, as logical form, and content, as expressive content, are
conjoined in the sequence of ideas. One should note the extent
to which Spinoza insists on this unity of that sequence. At the
very point where he says that Method does not set out to give
us knowledge of some thing, but to give us knowledge of our
power of knowing, he adds that we do not know the latter except
through knowing as many things, linked one to another, as pos-
sible.3! Conversely, when he shows that our ideas are causes
one of another, he deduces from this that all have as cause our
power of knowing or thinking.3? It is above all the term “spiritual
automaton” that testifies to this unity. The soul is a kind of spir-
itual automaton, which is to say: In thinking we obey only the
laws of thought, laws that determine both the form and the con-
tent of true ideas, and that make us produce ideas in sequence
according to their own causes and through our own power, so that
in knowing our power of understanding we know through their
causes all the things that fall within this power.??

In what sense is the idea of God “true”? One cannot say that it
expresses its own cause: formed absolutely, that is, without
the help of other ideas, it expresses infinity. So it is in relation to
the idea of God that Spinoza announces: “The form of the true
thought must be placed in the same thought itself without rela-
tion to other things.”3* It may, however, seem odd that Spinoza
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does not restrict the application of such a principle to the idea
of God, but extends it to all thoughts. To the extent that he adds:
“We must not say that this difference [of true and false] arises
from the fact that the true thought is knowing things through
their first causes. In this, indeed, it differs greatly from the false.”
I believe this difficult passage should be thus understood: Spinoza
recognizes that true knowledge is obtained through the cause,
but considers that here again we have only a material definition
of truth. An adequate idea is an idea that expresses its cause; but
we still do not know what constitutes the form of truth, what
provides a formal definition of truth itself. Here as elsewhere,
we should not altogether identify what expresses itself and what is
‘expressed: what is expressed is the cause, but what expresses itself
Is once again our power of knowing or understanding, the power
of our understanding. Hence Spinoza says “What constitutes the
form of the true thought must be sought in the same thought
itself, and must be deduced from the nature of the understand-
ing.”35 Hence also he goes on to say that the third kind of knowl-
edge has as its formal cause nothing but the soul or understanding
itself.36 It is the same with the idea of God: what is expressed is
infinity, but what expresses itself is the absolute power of think-
ing. So it was necessary to integrate the viewpoint of form with
that of matter, in order to finally conceive the concrete unity of
the two as it appears in the succession of ideas. In this way only
can we arrive at a complete definition of truth, and understand
the phenomenon of expression in ideas as a whole. Not only the
idea of God, but all ideas, are formally explained through the
power of thinking. An idea’s content is reflected in its form, just
as what is expressed relates or is attributed to what expresses
itself. All ideas follow at once materially from the idea of God,
and formally from the power of thinking: their succession trans-
lates the unity of their two derivations.
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We have a power of knowing, understanding or thinking only
to the extent that we participate in the absolute power of think-
ing. Which implies both that our soul is a mode of the attribute
of Thought, and is a part of infinite understanding. The two
points involve, and give a new form to, a classic problem: What
is the nature of our idea of God? According to Descartes, for
example, we do not “comprehend” God, but we nonetheless have
a clear and distinct idea of him; for we “understand” what is
meant by infinity, if only negatively, and “conceive” an infinite
thing in a positive manner, albeit only partially. So our knowledge
of God is limited in only two ways: through our not knowing
God in his entirety, and through the fact that we do not know
how what we do know of him finds its place in his eminent
unity.37 There is definitely no question of saying that Spinoza
does away with all limitation. But, even though he sometimes
expresses himself in a manner close to that of Descartes, he inter-
prets the limits of our knowledge in an entirely novel context.

The Cartesian conception presents, on the one hand, that
mixture of negation and affirmation which one always finds in
methods of analogy (one recalls Descartes’s explicit declarations
against univocity). In Spinoza, on the other hand, the radical cri-
tique of eminence, the positing of the univocity of attributes,
have as their immediate consequence that our idea of God is not
only clear and distinct, but also adequate. For the things we know
of God belong to God in the same form as that in which we
know them, that is, in a form common to God who possesses
them, and to creatures who imply and know them. It nevertheless
remains the case, in Spinoza as in Descartes, that we know only
a part of God: we know only two of these forms, only two attri-
butes, since our body implies no attribute other than Extension
and our ideas none other than Thought. “Therefore this idea

of the body involves the knowledge of God insofar only as he is
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considered under the attribute of Extension. ... Therefore the
idea of this idea involves the knowledge of God, insofar as he is
considered under the attribute of Thought, and not insofar as he
is considered under any other.”38 In Spinoza, furthermore, the
very idea of parts of God is better grounded than in Descartes,
divine unity being perfectly consistent with a real distinction
between attributes.

Yet even on this second point the difference between Descartes
and Spinoza remains fundamental. For, even before knowing a part
of God, our soul is itself “a part of God’s infinite understanding”:
for we have a power of understanding or knowing only to the extent
that we participate in the absolute power of knowing correspond-
ing to the idea of God. Consequently it is enough for there to be
something common to the whole and the part for this something to give
us an idea of God that is not only clear and distinct, but adequate.
This idea we are given is not an idea of God in his entirety. It is
nevertheless adequate, because it is in the part as it is in the whole.
So it is no surprise that Spinoza sometimes says that God’s exist-
ence is not known to us through itself: he means that such knowl-
edge is necessarily afforded to us through “common notions,”
without which it would not even be clear and distinct, but thanks
to which it is adequate.*0 When Spinoza recalls, on the other
hand, that God makes himself known immediately, that he is
known through himself and not through something else, he means
that the knowledge of God has need neither of signs nor of pro-
cesses of analogy: this knowledge is adequate because God pos-
sesses all the things that we know to belong to him, and possesses
them in the same form in which we know them.#' What is the rel-
ation between these common notions that give us knowledge of
God and these forms, themselves common or univocal, under which
we know God? Such an analysis must be postponed until a later
point, since it goes beyond the problem of adequation.
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Inadequacy

What follows from Spinoza’s theory of truth? We must first of
all look for its converse? in his conception of inadequate idea.
An inadequate idea is an inexpressive idea. But how is it possible
for us to have indequate ideas? Their possibility only appears once
we determine the conditions of our having ideas in general.

Our soul is itself an idea. It is in this respect an affection® or
modification of God within the attribute of Thought, just as our
body is an affection or modification of God within the attribute
of Extension. The idea constituting our soul or mind is present
in God. He possesses it, but possesses it only through being
affected by another idea, which is its cause. He has it only by
“conjointly” having another idea, an idea, that is, of something
else. “The cause of one singular idea is another idea, or God, inso-
far as he is considered to be affected by another idea; and of this
also he is the cause, insofar as he is affected by another, and so
on, ad infinitum.”' Not only does God possess all ideas, as many
of them as there are things; but all these ideas, as they are in God,
express their own cause, and express God’s essence as determin-
ing that cause. “All ideas are in God; and, insofar as they are
related to God, are true, and adequate.”> We can, furthermore,
already begin to sense that, as for this idea which constitutes our
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soul, we do not possess it. Or we do not at least possess it immedi-
ately; for it is in God only insofar as he also possesses an idea of
something else.

All modes participate in the power of God: just as our-body
participates in the power of existing, our soul participates in the
power of thinking. All modes are also parts, a part of the power
of God, a part of Nature. So they necessarily come under the
influence of other parts. Other ideas necessarily act on our soul,‘
just as other bodies act on our body. We have here “affections’
of a second sort, relating no longer to the body itself, but to what
happens in the body; no longer to the soul (the idea of the l?ody).
but to what happens in the soul (an idea of what happens in the
body).3 This is the sense in which we have ideas; for although the
ideas of this sort of affection are in God, they are there only inso-
far as he explicates himself through our soul alone, independently
of the other ideas he has; they are thus in us.* If we have a knowl-
edge of external bodies, of our own body, of our soul its:elf. it is
solely through these ideas of affections. They alone are given us:
we perceive external bodies only insofar as they affect us, \:ve per-
ceive our own body only insofar as it is affected, we perceive our
soul through the idea of an idea of an affection.® What we call
an “object” is only the effect an object has on our body; what
we call “me” is only the idea we have of our own body and our
soul insofar as they suffer an effect. The given here appears as the
most intimate and vital as well as the most confused relation

between our knowledge of bodies, our knowledge of our own
body and our knowledge of ourself.

Let us consider the ideas we have corresponding to the effect
of an object on our body. On the one hand, they depenfj on our
power of knowing, that is, on our soul or mind, as their formal
cause. But we have no idea of our body, or of our soul, indepen-
dently of the effects they suffer. We are thus incapable of under-
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standing ourselves as the formal cause of our ideas and they appear
to be altogether the result of chance.6 On the other hand, they
have as material causes ideas of external things. But we do not
have these ideas of external things either; they are in God, but
not insofar as he constitutes our soul or mind. We do not there-
fore possess our ideas in conditions such that they can express
their own (material) cause. Our ideas of affections do of course
“involve” their own cause, that is, the objective essence of the
external body; but they do not “express” or “explain” it. They
similarly involve our power of thinking, but are not explained
by it, and are referred to chance. So the word “involve” is here no
longer a correlate of “explain” or “express,” but is opposed to these,
designating the mixture of external body and our own body in
affections of which we have ideas. Spinoza’s usual formulation of
this is: our ideas of affections indicate a state of our body, but do
not explain the nature or essence of the external body.” This is
to say, the ideas we have are signs, indicative images impressed
in us, rather than expressive ideas formed by us: perception or
imagination, rather than comprehension.

An image is, in the strictest sense, an imprint, a trace or phys-
ical impression, an affection of the body itself, the effect of some
body on the soft and fluid parts of our own body; in the figurative
sense, an image is the idea of an affection which makes an object
known to us only by its effect. But such knowledge is not knowl-
edge at all, it is at best recognition. And from this there follow
the characteristics of indication in general: the primary “thing
indicated” is never our essence, but always a momentary state of
our changing constitution; the secondary (or indirect) thing indi-
cated is never the nature or essence of some external thing, but
is rather an appearance that only allows us to recognize a thing
by its effect, to rightly or wrongly assert its mere presence.8 The
fruits of chance and of encounters, serving for recognition, purely
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indicative, the ideas we have are inexpressive, that is to say, inad-
equate. An inadequate idea is neither an absolute privation or an
absolute ignorance: it involves a lack of knowledge.?

Our knowledge is doubly lacking: we lack knowledge both of
ourselves, and of the object that produces in us an affection of
which we have an idea. An inadequate idea is thus an idea that
involves, both formally and materially, the privation of knowl-
edge of its own cause. So it remains inexpressive: “truncated,”
like a conclusion without premises.'© What is here fundamental
is that Spinoza shows how a conclusion may thus be detached from
its two premises. We find ourselves naturally in a situation in
which the ideas we have are necessarily inadequate, because they
cannot express their cause nor be explained by our power of
knowing. On all points, the knowledge of external bodies, the
knowledge of our soul or mind, the knowledge of our duration,
and that of things, we have only inadequate ideas.!! “When we
look at the sun, we imagine it as about two hundred feet away
from us, an error that does not consist simply in this imagining,
but in the fact that while we imagine it in this way, we are igno-
rant of its true distance and of the cause of this imagining””!> An
| image is thus an idea in us that cannot express its own cause, that
is, the idea from which it derives, which is not available to us:
its material cause. But nor does an image express its formal cause,
nor can it be explained by our power of knowing. Thus Spinoza
says that an image, or idea of an affection, is like a conclusion
without premises: there are indeed two premises, material and
formal, and the image involves our lack of knowledge of these.

Our problem is now transformed. The question is no longer
“Why do we have inadequate ideas?” but rather “How do we
come to form adequate ideas?” In Spinoza it is the same with
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truth as with freedom: they are not given to us in principle, but
appear as the result of a long activity through which we produce
adequate ideas, liberated from the sequence of external neces-
sity.!3 Spinoza’s inspiration is in this respect profoundly empiri-
cist. One is always struck by the diverse inspirations of empiricists
and rationalists. One group is surprised by what fails to surprise
the others. If we listen to the rationalists, truth and freedom
are, above all, rights; they wonder how we can lose these rights,
fall into error or lose our liberty. Thus rationalism finds in the
Adamic tradition, which sets up as its principle the image of a
free and rational Adam, a theme that suits its preoccupations
particularly well. From an empiricist viewpoint everything is
inverted: what is surprising is that men sometimes manage to
understand truth, sometimes manage to understand one another,
sometimes manage to free themselves from what fetters them.
One may recognize Spinoza’s empiricist inspiration simply by the
vigor with which he opposes the Adamic tradition, his concep-
tion of freedom and truth as final products revealed only at the
end. One of the paradoxes in Spinoza — and this is not the sole
instance in which we will see it at work — is to have rediscovered
the concrete force of empiricism in applying it in support of a new
rationalism, one of the most rigorous versions ever conceived.
Spinoza asks: How do we come to form and produce adequate
ideas, when we necessarily have so many inadequate ones which
divert our power and cut us off from what we might achieve?

We must distinguish two aspects of inadequate ideas: they
“involve privation” of the knowledge of their cause, but are at
the same time effects that in some way “involve” that cause.
Under the first aspect an inadequate idea is false; but under the
second it contains something positive, and so something true.!* We
imagine, for example, that the sun is two hundred feet away. This
idea of an affection is incapable of expressing its own cause: it
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does not explain the nature or essence of the sun. It does never-
theless involve this essence “insofar as the body is affected by it.”
It is all very well to know the true distance of the sun, but it will
still continue to affect us in such a way that we see it two hun-
dred feet away: as Spinoza says, the mistake may be eliminated,
but not our imagination. There is thus something positive in an
inadequate idea, a sort of indication that we can grasp clearly.
This is, in fact, how we are able to have some idea of its cause:
having clearly grasped the conditions in which we see the sun,
we can clearly infer that it is an object far enough away to appear
small, rather than a small object seen at close range.!s If one does
not bear this positive character in mind, several of Spinoza’s the-
ses become incomprehensible: in the first place, the thesis that
one can naturally have a true idea, as required by the Method
before it sets to work. But more importantly, since falsity has no
form, one could not otherwise understand how an inadequate
idea could itself give rise to the idea of an idea, could have, that
is to say, a form that must be referred to our power of thinking.!¢
The faculty of imagination is defined by the conditions in which
we naturally have ideas, inadequate ideas; it is nonetheless in one
of its aspects a virtue; it involves our power of thinking even
though it is not explained by it; an image involves its own cause,
even though it does not express it.17.

It is not of course enough simply to grasp what is positive in
an idea of an affection in order to have an adequate idea. But this
is the first step. For from this positivity we can form the idea
of what is common to the affecting and affected bodies, to the ,
external body and our own. And we will see that this “common
notion” is itself necessarily adequate: it belongs to the idea of our
body as to that of the external body; it is then in us as it is in
God; it expresses God and is explained by our power of think-
ing. But from this common notion there follows in turn an idea
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of the affection that is itself adequate: the common notion is
necessarily the cause of an adequate idea of the affection that
is distinct only in “its reason” from that idea of the affection
from which we began. This complex mechanism does not, then,
amount to the elimination of our inadequate ideas, but to using
what is positive in them to form the largest possible number of
adequate ideas, and ensuring that what inadequate ideas remain
are restricted to the smallest part of our selves. In short, we
must ourselves accede to conditions in which we can produce
adequate ideas.

I do not yet wish to analyze this mechanism by which we may
reach adequate ideas. Our question was simply: What is an ade-
quate idea? And its converse: What is an inadequate idea? An
adequate idea is an idea that expresses its own cause and is ex-
plained by our own power. An inadequate idea is inexpressive and
unexplained: an impression that has not yet become an expres-
sion, an indication that has not yet become an explanation. This
brings out the intention that underlies the whole of Spinoza’s doc-
trine of truth: to substitute a conception of adequacy for the Carte-
sian conception of clarity and distinctness. Spinoza’s terminology in
this relation does, it is true, vary: sometimes he uses the word
“adequate” to mark the insufficiency of clarity and distinctness,
thus emphasizing the need to advance beyond the Cartesian cri-
teria; sometimes he himself uses the words “clear and distinct,”
but applying them only to ideas that follow from an idea that is
itself adequate; he sometimes uses them, finally, to designate such
an adequate idea, but in that case has even more reason to give
them an implicit meaning altogether different from Descartes’s. 18
Spinoza’s doctrine of truth is never, in any case, detached
from a polemic, whether direct or indirect, directed against the
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Cartesian theory. Considered in themselves clarity and distinct-
ness allow us at the most to recognize some true idea that we
have, recognize, that is, what is positive in an idea that is still
inadequate. But forming an adequate idea takes us beyond clar-
ity and distinctness. A clear and distinct idea does not in itself
constitute real knowledge, any more than it contains its own
ground within itself: the sufficient reason of clarity and dis-
tinctness is to be found only in adequacy, and a clear and distinct
idea constitutes real knowledge only to the extent that it follows
from an idea that is itself adequate.

We have here, once again, a point of agreement between
Spinoza and Leibniz, which helps to define the Anticartesian reac-
tion. Leibniz’s remark that knowledge is a species of expression could
have come from Spinoza.!® Of course they do not conceive of the
nature of adequacy in the same way, because they neither under-
stand nor use the concept of expression in the same way. But
under three essential heads they show a real if unintentional
agreement. First of all Descartes, in his conception of the clear
and distinct, restricted himself to the representative content of
ideas; he did not rise to the conception of an infinitely deeper
expressive content. He didn’t conceive adequacy as the neces-
sary and sufficient reason of clarity and distinctness: didn’t con-
ceive expression, that is to say, as the basis of representation.
Second, Descartes got no farther than the form of psychological
consciousness in ideas; he didn’t get as far as the logical form
through which an idea is explained, by which ideas are linked

one to another. And finally he had no conception of the unity of »

form and content, that is, of the “spiritual automaton” which
reproduces reality in producing ideas in their due order. Des-
cartes taught us that truth was present in ideas. But what use to
us is such knowledge, if we don’t know what is present in true
ideas? A clear and distinct idea is still inexpressive, and remains
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unexplained. Good enough for recognition, but unable to pro-
vide a real principle of knowledge.

We have seen what are the three principal points established
by Spinoza’s theory of ideas: the representative content is but an
appearance, determined by a deeper expressive content; the form
of psychological consciousness is superficial in relation to true
logical form; the spiritual automaton, manifested in the concat-
enation of ideas, is the unity of logical form and expressive con-
tent. Now, these three points are also Leibniz’s principal theses.
Whence his liking for Spinoza’s term “spiritual automaton.” He
himself understands it in the sense of the autonomy of individ-
ual thinking substances. But even for Spinoza the automatism of
a mode of Thought does not exclude a sort of autonomy in its
power of understanding (indeed the power of understanding is a
part of the absolute power of thinking, insofar as the latter is
explicated through the former). All the differences between
Leibniz and Spinoza take away nothing from their agreement on
these fundamental principles which, above all else, constitute the
Anticartesian revolution.

Leibniz’s criticism of Descartes is well known: clarity and
distinctness on their own allow us to recognize an object, but give
us no true knowledge of the object; they fall short of its essence,
bearing only on external appearances or extrinsic characteristics
through which we can only “conjecture” that essence; they fall
short of a cause that shows us why the thing is necessarily what
it is.20 Spinoza’s criticism, while less familiar, nonetheless pro-
ceeds along the same lines, denouncing above all the insufficiency
of the Cartesian idea: clarity and distinctness by themselves give
us only an indeterminate knowledge; they fall short of a thing’s
essence, bearing only on propria; they fall short of a cause from
which all the thing’s properties would together follow, leading
us only to recognize an object, the presence of an object, from
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the effect it has on us; a clear and distinct idea does not express
its own cause, gives us no knowledge of that cause “except what
we consider in the effect.”! In all this, Spinoza and Leibniz are
fighting a common cause, a continuation of what had set them
against the Cartesian ontological proof, the search for a sufficient
reason singularly lacking throughout Cartesianism. Each of them,
proceeding differently, discovers the expressive content of ideas, and

their explicative form.
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Spinoza Against Descartes

Cartesianism relies on a certain sufficiency of clear and distinct
ideas. Such sufficiency is the ground of Descartes’s Method, but
is on the other hand itself demonstrated by applying that Method
itself. Descartes asserts his preference for analysis. In an impor-
tant passage he says that analytic method has the merit of show-
ing us “how effects depend on causes.”! The claim might appear
paradoxical, lending to analysis what belongs to synthesis, did one
not examine its precise significance. We have, according to
Descartes, a clear and distinct knowledge of an effect before hav-
ing a clear and distinct knowledge of its cause. | know for exam-
ple that I exist as a thinking being before knowing the cause of
my existence. Of course, a clear and distinct knowledge of an
effect presupposes a certain knowledge of its cause, but only a
confused one. “If I say 4 +3 =7, this is a necessary conception,
because we cannot distinctly conceive the number 7 without
including in it 3 and 4 confusa quadam ratione.”? A clear and dis-
tinct knowledge of an effect presupposes, then, a confused knowl-
edge of its cause, and never depends on a more perfect knowledge
of the cause. Rather does a clear and distinct knowledge of a
cause depend on the clear and distinct knowledge of its effect.
This is the basis of the Meditations — of their order, in particular,
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and of their analytic Method in general: a method of inference
or implication.

So if this Method shows us how effects depend on causes, it
does so as follows: from a clear knowledge of an effect, we ren-
der clear the knowledge of the cause it confusedly implied, and
thence show that the effect would not be what we know it to
be, did it not have such a cause on which it necessarily depends.3
In Descartes, then, two themes are fundamentally linked: the the-
oretical sufficiency of clear and distinct ideas, and the practical
possibility of passing from a clear and distinct knowledge of an
effect to a clear and distinct knowledge of its cause.

That an effect depends on its cause is not in question. The
question relates to the best way of showing this. Spinoza says: It
is possible to start from a clear knowledge of an effect; but from
it we will arrive only at a clear knowledge of its cause, we will
know nothing of the cause beyond what we consider in its effect,
and will never obtain an adequate knowledge. The Correction of
the Understanding contains a fundamental criticism of the Car-
tesian Method, of the process of inference or implication it uses,
and of the alleged sufficiency of the clarity and distinctness to
which it appeals. Clear ideas give us nothing apart from some
knowledge of a thing’s properties, and lead us to nothing apart
from a negative knowledge of its cause. “There is the perception
that we have when the essence of a thing is inferred from another
thing, but not adequately”; “We understand nothing about the
cause except what we consider in the effect. This is sufficiently
evident from the fact that then the cause is explained only im
very general terms: Therefore there is something, Therefore there is
some power, etc. Or also from the fact that the terms express the

cause negatively: Therefore it is not this, or that, etc.’; “We infer
one thing from another in this way: after we clearly perceive that
we feel such a body, and no other, then, I say, we infer clearly
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that the soul is united to the body, which union is the cause of
such a sensation; but we cannot understand absolutely from this
what that sensation and union are”; “Although such a conclu-
sion is certain, it is still not sufficiently safe.”* There is not one
line among these that is not directed against Descartes and his
Method. Spinoza does not believe in the sufficiency of clarity and
distinctness, because he doesn’t believe there is any satisfactory
way of proceeding from the knowledge of an effect to a knowl-
edge of its cause.

Clear and distinct ideas are not enough, one must advance to
adequate ideas. That is: it is not enough to show how effects
depend on causes, one must show how true knowledge of an
effect itself depends on knowing its cause. This is the definition
of the synthetic Method. On all these points Spinoza stands as an
Aristotelian against Descartes: “This is the same as what the
ancients said, i.e., that true knowledge proceeds from cause to
effect.” Aristotle showed how scientific knowledge was to be had
through causes. He didn’t just say that knowledge must discover
causes, reach the cause on which a known effect depends; he said
that an effect is not known, except to the extent that its cause is
already, and better, known. A cause is not only prior to its effect
because it is its cause, but prior also from the viewpoint of knowl-
edge, needing to be better known than the effect.6 Spinoza takes
up this thesis: “For really, knowledge of the effect is nothing but
acquiring a more perfect knowledge of its cause.”” Not “more per-
fect” than that which we had at first, but more perfect than that
which we have of the effect itself, and prior to that which we
have of the effect. Knowledge of an effect may be said to be clear
and distinct, but knowledge of its cause is more perfect, that is,
adequate; and clarity and distinctness are only well grounded
insofar as they follow from adequacy as such.

To know by causes is the only way to know essence. The cause
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is, so to speak, the middle term on which the connection of sub-
ject and attribute is grounded, the principle or reason from which
follow all properties belonging to a thing. Thus the search for a
cause coincides, as in Aristotle, with the search for a definition.
Whence the importance of the scientific syllogism whose prem-
ises give us the formal cause or definition of a phenomenon, and
whose conclusion gives us its material cause or definition. A
total definition is one that combines form and matter in a uni-
tary statement, in such a way that the object’s unity is no longer
fragmented, but rather affirmed in an intuitive concept. On all
these points Spinoza seems to remain an Aristotelian: he empha-
sizes the importance of the theory of definition, he presents the
search for definitions and the search for causes as identical, and
he asserts the concrete unity of a total definition comprehending
both the formal and material causes of a true idea.

Descartes was not unaware of the claims of the Aristotelian
kind of synthetic method: the proof it embodies, he says, is
often “of effects from their causes.””® Descartes means that while
the synthetic method always claims to gain knowledge through
causes, it doesn’t always succeed. His basic objection is the follow-
ing: How can the cause itself be understood? We can understand
through causes in Geometry, but only because its matter is clear
and conforms to our senses. Descartes admits this (whence his use
of the word “often”).? So does Aristotle: point, line, even unit,
are principles or “subject-genera,” indivisibles accessible through
intuition; their existence is known and their meaning under-
stood.!0 But what happens in other cases, for example in Meta
physics, when we have to deal with real beings? How is a cause,
principle or middle term to be found? Aristotle himself seems
to refer us to an inductive process, hardly distinguishable from
abstraction, and beginning with a confused perception of the
effect. In this sense it is the effect that is best known, best known
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to us as against “best known absolutely.” When Aristotle sets out
the way to advance to a middle term or causal definition, he be-
gins from a confused whole and abstracts from it a “proportionate”
universal. So that the formal cause is always a specific abstract
characteristic, which has its origin in confused sensory material.
In this light, the unity of formal and material causes remains for
Aristotle a pure ideal, as does unity of an intuitive concept.

Descartes’s position may then be put thus: the synthetic
method has an exaggerated ambition, and gives us no means of
knowing real causes. It actually begins from a confused knowl-
edge of an effect, and advances to abstractions which are wrongly
presented to us as causes, and so, despite its pretensions, merely
examines causes through their effects.!" The analytic method, on
the other hand, has a more modest intent. But, as it begins by
eliciting a clear and distinct perception of the effect, it provides
us with a means of inferring from that perception a true knowl-
edge of the cause; it is thus able to show how the effects them-
selves depend on their causes. The synthetic method is therefore
only legitimate on the condition of not being left to function
alone, but coming after the analytic method, and based on a
prior knowledge of real causes. The synthetic method on its own
gives us no knowledge, it is not a method of discoveryj; its util-
ity lies in the exposition of knowledge, the exposition of what
has already been “discovered.”

It may be noted that Descartes never considers setting the two
methods apart by relating synthesis to the order of being, and
analysis to the order of knowing. Nor does Spinoza. It would then
be unsatisfactory, and misleading, to oppose Descartes to Spinoza
by saying that the former follows the order of knowledge and the
latter the order of being. It does of course follow from the defi-
nition of the synthetic method that its order coincides with that
of being. But this consideration is of little importance. The prob-
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lem is simply to know whether the synthetic method is capable,
from the outset and by itself, of giving us knowledge of the prin-
ciples it presupposes. Can it make known to us what is? The prob-
lem then is simply: What is the true method from the viewpoint
of knowledge?!? Here Spinoza’s Anticartesianism is fully mani-
fest: according to him, the synthetic method is the only real
method of discovery, the only effective method in the order of
knowing.!3 But such a position is only tenable if Spinoza thinks
he has the means, not only to refute Descartes’s objections, but
also to overcome the difficulties of Aristotelianism. And indeed,
when he presents what he calls the third “mode of perception” in
the Correction of the Understanding, he brings together in this imper-
fect mode or genus two very disparate procedures, each equally
condemned as insufficient.* The first consists in inferring a cause
from a clearly perceived effect: one recognizes Descartes’s ana-
lytic method and its process of implication. But the second con-
sists in “inferring something from some universal, which some
property always accompanies”: one recognizes Aristotle’s syn-
thetic method and its deductive process starting from a middle
term conceived as a specific characteristic. If Spinoza can, not
without a certain irony, thus bring together Descartes and Aris-
totle, it is because it comes to the same thing, more or less, to abstract
a universal from a confused knowledge of an effect, and to infer a
cause from a clear knowledge of its effect. Neither of these proce-
dures leads to adequacy. Descartes’s analytic method is insuffi-
cient, but Aristotle had no more satisfactory a conception of
the synthetic method. »

What was lacking in the Ancients, says Spinoza, was the con-
ception of the soul as a sort of spiritual automaton, that is, of
thought as determined by its own laws.'s It is parallelism, then,
that provides for Spinoza the means of overcoming the difficul-
ties of Aristotelianism. The formal cause of an idea is never an
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abstract universal. Universals, whether genera or species, do
indeed involve a power of imagination, but this power is reduced
as we come to understand more and more things. The formal
cause of a true idea is our power of understanding; and the more
things we understand, the less we form these fictions of genera
and species.'¢ If Aristotle identifies formal cause with specific
universal, it is because he remains at the lowest level of the power
of thinking, without discovering the laws that permit thought to
go from one real being to another “without passing through
abstract things.” On the other hand, the material cause of an idea
is not a confused sensory perception: the idea of a particular thing
always has its cause in another idea of a particular thing, which
is determined to produce it.

With the Aristotelian model before him, Descartes could not
grasp the possibilities of the synthetic method. In one of its
aspects, it is true, that method gives us no knowledge of things;
but it would be wrong to conclude that its only role was exposi-
tory. In its primary aspect, the synthetic method is reflexive, that
is, gives us knowledge of our power of knowing. It is true, also,
that the synthetic method invents or feigns a cause on the basis of
an effect; but far from seeing a contradiction here, we should rec-
ognize a minimal regression which allows us, as quickly as possi-
ble, to reach the idea of God as the source of all other ideas. In
this second aspect the method is constructive or genetic. That
is, the ideas that follow from the idea of God are ideas of real
beings: their production is at the same time the deduction of
reality; the form and matter of truth become identified in the
concatenation of ideas. The method is, in this third aspect, de-
ductive. Reflection, genesis and deduction, these three moments
together constitute the synthetic method. It is on these that
Spinoza counts, both to advance beyond Cartesianism and to
make good the inadequacies of Aristotelianism.
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Let us now turn to the theory of Being: we see Spinoza’s opposi-
tion to Descartes shifting, but remaining no less radical. It would
indeed be surprising if analytic and synthetic methods implied
the same conception of being. Spinoza’s ontology is dominated
by the notions of a cause of itself, in itself and through itself. These
terms are to be found in Descartes himself; but the difficulties
he encountered in their use should teach us something about the
incompatibilities of Cartesianism and Spinozism.

Caterus and Arnauld had already objected against Descartes
that he used “through itself” negatively, to denote only the
absence of a cause.!? Even were we to admit with Arnauld that,
if God is assigned no cause, this is because of the full positivity
of his essence and is not related to the imperfection of our under-
standing, we still cannot conclude that he has being through him-
self “positively as through a cause,” that he is (that is to say) cause
of himself. Descartes does, it is true, consider this polemic to
be largely a matter of words. He asks only that one accord him
the full positivity of God’s essence: this conceded, one recognizes
that this essence plays a role analogous to that of a cause. There
is a positive reason for God not to have a cause, a formal cause,
then, for his not having an efficient cause. Descartes explains his
thesis in the following terms: God is his own cause, but this in
another sense than that in which an efficient cause is the cause of
its effect; he is cause of himself in the sense that his essence is a
formal cause; and his essence is said to be a formal cause, not
directly but by analogy, insofar as it plays in relation to his exist-
ence a role analogous to that of an efficient cause in relation
to its effect. !

This theory rests on three closely linked notions: equivocation
(God is cause of himself, but in another sense than that in which
he is the efficient cause of the things he creates; so that being is
not affirmed in the same sense of everything that is, divine and
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created substance, substances and modes, and so on); eminence
(God thus contains all reality, but eminently, in a form other than
that of the things he creates); and analogy (God as cause of him-
self is not, then, grasped as he is in himself, but by analogy: it is
by analogy with an efficient cause that God may be said to be
cause of himself, or to be “through himself” as through a cause).
These theses are not so much explicitly formulated by Descartes
as received and accepted as a Scholastic and Thomist legacy. But,
although they are never discussed, they nonetheless have an essen-
tial importance, are everywhere present in Descartes, and indis-
pensable to his theories of Being, of God and of creatures. The
full sense of his Metaphysics is not to be found in them, but with-
out them a lot of its sense would be lost. Whence the readiness
of Cartesians to present a theory of analogy: rather than thereby
attempting to reconcile their master’s work with Thomism, they
are developing an essential component of Cartesianism which had
remained implicit in Descartes himself.

One can always imagine fanciful links between Descartes and
Spinoza. One may claim, for example, to find monistic and even
pantheistic tendencies in the Cartesian definition of substance
(“what requires only itself to exist”). This is to neglect the im-
plicit role of analogy in Descartes’s philosophy, which is enough
to warn against any such temptation: as in Saint Thomas, the act
of existing is in the case of created substances something analo-
gous to what it is in the divine substance.!” And it does indeed
seem that the analytic method ends naturally in an analogical con-
ception of being; its procedure itself leads spontaneously to the
positing of being as analogical. It is hardly surprising then that
Cartesianism, in its own way, comes upon a difficulty already pres-
ent in the most orthodox Thomism: despite its ambitions, anal-
ogy never manages to free itself from the equivocation from
which it starts, or from the eminence to which it leads.
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According to Spinoza, God is cause of himself in no other
sense than that in which he is cause of all things. Rather is he cause
of all things in the same sense as cause of himself.?0 Descartes says
either too much, or too little: too much for Arnauld, but too lit-
tle for Spinoza. For one cannot employ “through itself” positively,
while using “cause of itself” by simple analogy. Descartes recog-
nizes that if God’s essence is cause of his existence, it is so in the
sense of a formal rather than an efficient cause. The formal cause
is indeed immanent essence, coexisting with its effect, and insep-
arable from it. But we still then need some positive reason why
God’s existence has no efficient cause and is identical with his
essence. Descartes finds this reason in a mere property: God’s
immensity, superabundance or infinity. But such a property can-
not play the part of a rule of proportionality in an analogical judg-
ment. Because the property designates nothing in God’s nature,
Descartes is stuck at an indirect determination of self-causality:
this is asserted in a sense other than efficient causality, but is also
asserted by analogy with it. What then is missing in Descartes,
is a reason through which self-causality can be arrived at in itself,
and directly grounded in the concept or nature of God. This rea-
son is what Spinoza discovers in distinguishing the divine nature
from propria, absolute from infinite. The attributes are the imma-
nent formal elements that constitute God’s absolute nature. And
these attributes, in constituting God’s essence also constitute his
existence; in expressing his essence they also express the exist-
ence that necessarily flows from it; his existence is therefore the
same as his essence.?! The attributes thus constitute the formal
reason that makes substance in itself a cause of itself, directly,
and not by analogy.

The cause of itself is approached first of all in itself; this is
the condition for “in itself” and “through itself” to take on a per-
fectly positive sense. Self-causality is, as a consequence, no longer
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asserted in another sense than efficient causality; rather is effi-
cient causality asserted in the same sense as self-causality. Thus
God produces as he exists: on the one hand, he produces neces-
sarily; on the other, he necessarily produces within the same
attributes that constitute his essence. Here we come again upon
the two aspects of Spinozist univocity, univocity of cause and
univocity of attributes. There has been a suggestion from the
outset of this analysis that Spinozism cannot be considered apart
from the contest it carries on against negative theology, and
against any method proceeding through equivocation, eminence
and analogy. Spinoza condemns not only the introduction of
negativity into being, but all false conceptions of affirmation in
which negativity still remains as well. It is these survivals that
Spinoza finds and contests in Descartes and the Cartesians. Herein
lies the sense of Spinoza’s concept of immanence; it expresses
the double univocity of cause and attribute, that is, the unity of
efficient and formal cause, and the identity of an attribute as
constituting the essence of substance, and as implied by the
essences of creatures.

It should not be thought that in thus reducing creatures to
modifications or modes Spinoza takes away from them all their
own essence or power. The.univocity of cause does not mean that
self-causality and efficient causality have one and the same sense, but
that both are asserted in the same sense of a cause. The univocity of
attributes does not mean that substance and modes have the same
being or the same perfection: substance is in itself, and modifi-
cations are in substance as in something else. What is in another
thing and what is in itself are not asserted in the same sense, but
being is formally asserted in the same sense of what is in itself
and what is in something else: the same attributes, taken in the
same sense, constitute the essence of one and are implied by
the essence of the other. Further still, this common being is not
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in Spinoza, as in Duns Scotus, a neutralized being, indifferent
between finite and infinite, between in-se and in-alio. Rather is
it the qualified Being of substance, in which substance remains
in itself, but modes also remain as in something else. Inmanence
is thus the new figure that the theory of univocity takes on in
Spinoza. The synthetic method naturally leads to the positing of
this common being or immanent cause.

In Descartes’s philosophy certain axioms constantly reappear.
Principal among these is that nothing has no properties. It fol-
lows from this, from the viewpoint of quantity, that every prop-
erty is the property of some being: everything is thus a being or
a property, a substance or a mode. Also, from the viewpoint of
quality, every reality is a perfection. From the viewpoint of cau-
sality there must be as much reality in a cause as in its effect;
otherwise something would be produced from nothing. And
finally, from the viewpoint of modality, there can strictly speak-
ing be no accidents, accidents being properties that do not nec-
essarily imply the being to which they attach. It belongs to
Spinoza to have given a new interpretation to all these axioms
in accord with his theory of immanence and the requirements of
the synthetic method. And it seems to Spinoza that Descartes had
not grasped the full sense and consequences of the proposition
that nothing has no properties. On the one hand, any plurality
of substances becomes impossible: there are neither unequal
limited substances nor equal unlimited substances, for “they
would have to have something they had from nothing.”2 It is not
enough, on the other hand, just to say that every reality is a pep-
fection. One must also recognize that everything in the nature
of a thing is reality, that is, perfection; “To say that the nature of
the thing required this [limitation], and therefore it could not
be otherwise, is to say nothing. For the nature of the thing can-
not require anything unless it exists.”2? One should not imagine
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that a substance might undergo some limitation of its nature as
a result of its own possibility.

There is no more any contingency of modes in relation to sub-
stance than a possibility of substance dependent on its attribute.
It is not enough to show, with Descartes, that accidents are not
real. In Descartes the modes of a substance remain accidental,
because they require an external causality to somehow “put”
them in that substance itself. In fact, the opposition of mode and
accident already shows that necessity is the sole affection of
being, its sole modality: God is cause of all things in the same
sense as cause of himself; thus everything is necessary, from its
essence or from its cause. It is of course true that a cause is more
perfect than its effect, substance more perfect than modes; but,
although it has more reality, a cause never contains the reality of
its effect in any other form or any other way than that on which
the effect itself depends. In Descartes one passes from the supe-
riority of the cause to the superiority of certain forms of being
over others, and so to the equivocation or analogy of reality (since
God contains reality in a form superior to that involved in crea-
tures). It is this transition that grounds the concept of eminence;
but it is radically illegitimate. Against Descartes, Spinoza posits
the equality of all forms of being, and the univocity of reality
which follows from this equality. The philosophy of immanence
appears from all viewpoints as the theory of unitary Being, equal
Being, common and univocal Being. It seeks the conditions of a
genuine affirmation, condemning all approaches that take away
from Being its full positivity, that is, its formal community.b
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
Immanence and the Historical

Components of Expression

Two questions now arise. What are the logical links between
immanence and expression? And how was the idea of expressive
immanence historically formed within specific philosophical tra-
ditions? (Such traditions may well be complex, themselves com-
bining very diverse influences.) )

Everything may, it seems, be traced back to the Platonic
problem of participation. Plato proposed various hypothetical
schemes of participation: to participate was to be a part; or to
imitate; or even to receive something from a demon.... Partici-
pation was understood, according to these schemes, either mate-
rially, or imitatively, or demonically. But the difficulties in each
case seem to have the same root: the principle of participation
was always sought by Plato on the side of what participates. It
usually appears as an accident supervening on what is participated
from outside, as a violence suffered by what is participated. If
participation consists in being a part, it is difficult to see how
what is participated suffers no division or separation. If to par-
ticipate is to imitate, there must be some external artist who
takes the Idea as his model. And it is difficult to see, indeed, what
role an intermediary, whether artist or demon, might in general
have, other than that of forcing the sensible to reproduce the
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intelligible, while also forcing the Idea to allow itself to be par-
ticipated by something foreign to its nature. Even when Plato
considers the participation of Ideas in one another, the corres-
ponding power is taken as a power of participating, rather than
of being participated.

The primary Postplatonic task was to invert the problem. A
principle that would make participation possible was sought, but
one that would make it possible from the side of the participated
itself. Neoplatonists no longer start from the characteristics of
what participates (as multiple, sensible and so on), asking by
what violence participation becomes possible. They try rather
to discover the internal principle and movement that grounds
participation in the participated as such, from the side of the par-
ticipated as such. Plotinus reproaches Plato for having seen par-
ticipation from its lesser side.!* The participated does not in fact
enter into what participates in it. What is participated remains
in itself; it is participated insofar as it produces, and produces
insofar as it gives, but has no need to leave itself to give or pro-
duce. Plotinus formulates the program of starting at the highest
point, subordinating imitation to a genesis or production, and
substituting the idea of a gift for that of a violence. What is par-
ticipated is not divided, is not imitated from outside, or con-
strained by intermediaries which would do violence to its nature.
Participation is neither material, nor imitative, nor demonic: it
is emanative. Emanation is at once cause and gift: causality by
donation, but by productive donation. True activity comes from
what is participated; what participates is only an effect, receiv-
ing what it is given by its cause. An emanative cause is a dona-
tive Cause, a donative Good, a donative Virtue.

When we seek the internal principle of participation on the
side of what is participated, we necessarily find it “above” or
“beyond” participation. There is no question of the principle
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that makes participation possible itself being participated or
participable. Everything emanates from this principle, it gives
forth everything. But it is not itself participated, for participa-
tion occurs only through what it gives, and in what it gives. This
was the basis of Proclus’s elaboration of his profound theory of
the Imparticipable; participation only occurs through a princi-
ple that is itself imparticipable, but that gives participation in
things. And Plotinus had already shown that the One is neces-
sarily above its gifts, that it gives what does not belong to it, or
is not what it gives.2 Emanation has in general a triadic form:
giver, given and recipient. To participate is always to participate
through what is given. So we must recognize not only the gene-
sis of what participates, but also that of what is participated itself,
which accounts for the fact of its being participated. A double
genesis, of the given and what receives it: the effect that receives
determines its own existence when it fully possesses what is given
to it; but it does not fully possess it except by turning toward
the giver. The giver is above its gifts as it is above its products,
participable through what it gives, but imparticipable in itself or
as itself, thereby grounding participation.

We are now already able to determine the characteristics by
which emanative and immanent cause have something in com-
mon logically, as well as fundamental differences. Their common
characteristic is that neither leaves itself: they produce while
remaining in themselves.> When defining immanent causality,
Spinoza insists on this definition, which to some extent assimi-
lates immanence to emanation.* But their difference relates to
the way the two causes produce things. While an emanative cause
remains in itself, the effect it produces is not in it, and does not remain
in it. Plotinus says of the One as first principle or cause of causes:
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“It is because there is nothing in it that all things come from it."”
In reminding us that an effect is inseparable from its cause, he
is thinking of a continuity of flow or radiation, and not of the
actual inherence of any content. The emanative cause produces
through what it gives, but is beyond what it gives: so that an effect
comes out of its cause, exists only in so coming out, and is only
determined in its existence through turning back toward the cause
from which it has come. Whence the determination of the effect’s
existence is inseparable from a conversion® in which the cause
appears as the Good within a perspective of transcendent final-
ity. A cause is immanent, on the other hand, when its effect is
“immanate” in the cause, rather than emanating from it. What
defines an immanent cause is that its effect is in it — in it, of
course, as in something else, but still being and remaining in it.
The effect remains in its cause no less than the cause remains
in itself. From this viewpoint the distinction of essence between
cause and effect can in no way be understood as a degradation.
From the viewpoint of immanence the distinction of essence does
not exclude, but rather implies, an equality of being: it is the
same being that remains in itself in the cause, and in which the
effect remains as in another thing.

Plotinus also says that the One has “nothing in common” with
the things that come from it.> For an emanative cause is supe-
rior not only to its effect, but superior also to what it gives the
effect. But why exactly is the first cause the One? Giving being
to all that is, it is necessarily beyond being or substance. So ema-
nation, in its pure form, always involves a system of the One-
above-being; the first hypothesis of the Parmenides© dominates all
Neoplatonism.” Nor is emanation any more separable from a neg-
ative theology, or a method of analogy that respects the eminence
of principle or cause. Proclus shows that, in the case of the One
itself, negation generates affirmations applicable to what the One
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gives and what proceeds from it. Furthermore, at each stage of
emanation, one must recognize the presence of an imparticipable
from which things proceed and to which they revert. Emanation
thus serves as the principle of a universe rendered hierarchical;
the difference of beings is in general conceived as a hierarchical
difference; each term is as it were the image of the superior term
that precedes it, and is defined by the degree of distance that sep-
arates it from the first cause or first principle.

Between emanative and immanent cause there thus appears a
second distinction. Immanence for its part implies a pure ontol-
ogy, a theory of Being in which Unity is only a property of sub-
stance and of what is. What is more, pure immanence requires
as a principle the equality of being, or the positing of equal Being:
not only is being equal in itself, but it is seen to be equally pres-
ent in all beings. And the Cause appears as everywhere equally
close: there is no remote causation. Beings are not defined by
their rank in a hierarchy, are not more or less remote from the
One, but each depends directly on God, participating in the equal-
ity of being, receiving immediately all that it is by its essence
fitted to receive, irrespective of any proximity or remoteness.
Furthermore, pure immanence requires a Being that is univocal
and constitutes a Nature, and that consists of positive forms, com-
mon to producer and product, to cause and effect. We know that
immanence does not do away with the distinction of essences;
but there must be common forms that constitute the essence of
substance as cause, while they contain the essences of modes as
effects. Thus the superiority of causes subsists within the view-
point of immanence, but now involves no eminence, involves,
that is, no positing of any principle beyond the forms that are
themselves present in the effect. Immanence is opposed to any
eminence of the cause, any negative theology, any method of
analogy, any hierarchical conception of the world. With imma-
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nence all is affirmation. The Cause is superior to its effect, but
not superior to what it gives to the effect. Or rather, it “gives”
nothing to the effect. Participation must be thought of in a
completely positive way, not on the basis of an eminent gift, but
on the basis of a formal community that allows the distinction

of essences to subsist.

If there is such a great difference between emanation and imma-
nence, how can they be historically assimilated, if only in a par-
tial manner? This happens because in Neoplatonism itself, under
Stoic influences, a truly immanent cause does in fact come to be
combined with emanative causality.® At the level of the One, the
metaphors of sphere and radiation already offer an important cor-
rective to the theory of a strict hierarchy. But it is above all the
first emanation that presents us with an idea of immanent causal-
ity. From the One emanate Intelligence and Being; and not only
is there a mutual immanence of Being and Intelligence, but Intel-
ligence contains all intelligences and all intelligibles, just as Being
contains all beings and all genera of being. “Full of the beings
which it has generated, Intelligenced as it were swallows them up
again, by keeping them in itself”? Of course from Intelligence,
in its turn, there emanates a new hypostasis. But Intelligence does
not constitute such an emanative cause except to the extent that
it has reached its own limit of perfection; and this it reaches only
as an immanent cause. Being and Intelligence are still the One,
but a One that is and that knows, the One of the second hypoth-
esis in the Parmenides, a One in which the Multiple is present, and
which is itself present in the Multiple. Plotinus shows that Being
is identical to number in the state of unity, that beings are iden-
tical to number in the state of development (that is to number as
“explicated”1?). There is already in Plotinus an equality of Being
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correlative with the supereminence of the One.!! Damascius de-
velops the description of this aspect of Being — in which the Mul-
tiple is collected, concentrated, comprised in the One, but in
which the One also explicates itself in the Many ~ to great lengths.

Such is the origin of a pair of notions that take on greater and
greater importance in the philosophies of the Middle Ages and
Renaissance: complicare and explicare.? All things are present to
God, who complicates them. God is present to all things, which
explicate and implicate him. A co-presence of two correlative
movements comes to be substituted for a series of successive sub-
ordinate emanations. For things remain in God while explicat-
ing and implicating him, no less than God remains in himself, in
complicating them. The presence of things to God constitutes
an inherence, just as the presence of God to things constitutes
an implication. An equality of being is substituted for a hierar-
chy of hypostases; for things are present to the same Being, which
is itself present in things. Immanence corresponds to the unity
of complication and explication, of inherence and implication.
Things remain inherent in God who complicates them, and God
remains implicated in things which explicate him. It is a com-
plicative God who is explicated through all things: “God is the
universal complication, in the sense that everything is in him; and
the universal explication, in the sense that he is in everything."13
Participation no longer has its principle in an emanation whose
source lies in a more or less distant One, but rather in the imme-
diate and adequate expression of an absolute Being that comprises
in it all beings, and is explicated in the essence of each. Expres-
sion comprehends all these aspects: complication, explication,
inherence, implication. And these aspects of expression are also
the categories of immanence. Immanence is revealed as expres-
sive, and expression as immanent, in a system of logical relations
within which the two notions are correlative.
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From this viewpoint the idea of expression accounts for the
real activity of the participated, and for the possibility of partic-
ipation. It is in the idea of expression that the new principle of
immanence asserts itself. Expression appears as the unity of the
multiple, as the complication of the multiple, and as the expli-
cation of the One. God expresses himself in the world; the world
is the expression, the explication, of a God-Being or a One who
is. The world is carried into God in such a way that it loses its
limits or finitude, and participates directly in divine infinity. The
metaphor of a circle whose center is everywhere and circumfer-
ence nowhere applies to the world itself. The relation of expres-
sion does not ground between God and world an identity of
essence, but an equality of being. For it is the same Being that is
present in the God who complicates all things according to his
own essence, and in the things that explicate him according to
their own essence or mode. So that God must be defined as iden-
tical to Nature complicative, and Nature as identical to God expli-

cative. But this equality or identity in distinction constitutes two
moments within expression as a whole: God expresses himself
in his Word, his Word expresses the divine essence; but the Word
in its turn expresses itself in the Universe, the Universe express-
ing all things in the way belonging to each essentially. The Word
is the expression of God, the language of his expression; the Uni-
verse is the expression of this expression, the face of expression,
its physiognomy. (This classic theme of a double expression is to
be found in Eckhardt: God expresses himself in the Word, which
is a silent inward speech; and the Word expresses itself in the

world, which is externalized speech and face.!¥)

[ have tried to show how an expressive immanence of Being was
grafted onto the emanative transcendence of the One. Yet in Ploti-
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nus and his successors this immanent causality remains subordinate
to emanative cause. Being or Intelligence do indeed “explicate
themselves,” but self-explication is only found in what is alread
multiple, and not in the first principle. “Intelligence explicated}"‘r
itself because it wanted to possess everything — how much better
it would have been for it not to want this, for it thereby became
the second principle.”!s Immanent Being, immanent Thought
cannot f:onstitute an absolute, but presuppose as first principle ar;
emanative cause and transcendent end from which all flows, and
to which all reverts. This first principle, the One above Being
does of course contain all things virtually: it is explicated but doe;
not explicate itself, in contrast to Intelligence and to Being.'6 It is
not affected by what expresses it. So that for the limiting devel-
opment of Neoplatonism we have to wait until the Middle Ages
Renaissance and Reformation, when we see immanent causaiit);
taking on ever greater importance, Being in competition with the
One, expression in competition with, and sometimes tending to
supplant, emanation. It has often been asked what makes the
philosophy of the Renaissance “modern”; I fully agree with Alex-
andre Koyré’s thesis, that the specific category of expression
characterizes the mode of thinking of such philosophy.

One must however recognize that this expressionist tendency
was never fully worked through. It was encouraged by Christian-
ity, by its theory of the Word, and above all by the ontological
requirement that the first principle be a Being. But Christianity
also repressed it, through the still more powerful requirement
that the transcendence of the divine being be maintained. Thus
one sees philosophers constantly threatened by the accusation o.f
immanentism and pantheism, and constantly taking care to avoid
above all else, such an accusation. Already in Erigena one has t(;
admire the philosophically subtle contrivances by which the
claims of an expressive immanence, an emanative tr;nsccndence
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and an exemplary creation ex nihilo, are all reconciled. The tran-
scendence of a creator God is in fact saved through an analogical
conception of Being, or at least through an eminent conception
of God which sets limits to the implications of an equality of
being. The principle of equality of being is itself interpreted
analogically; transcendence is preserved by drawing on all the
resources of symbolism. The inexpressible is, then, maintained at
the heart of expression itself. Not that one goes back to Plotinus,
to the positing of an ineffable One above Being. For it is the same
God, the same infinite being, who asserts and expresses himself
in the world as immanent cause, and who remains inexpressible
and transcendent as the object of a negative theology that denies
of him all that is affirmed of his immanence. Thus, even in these
conditions, immanence appears as a theoretical limit, corrected
through the perspectives of emanation and creation. The reason
for this is simple: expressive immanence cannot be sustained
unless it is accompanied by a thoroughgoing conception of uni-
vocity, a thoroughgoing affirmation of univocal Being.
Expressive immanence is grafted onto the theme of emana-
tion, which in part encourages it, and in part represses it. And it
interacts no less, under similar conditions, with the theme of cre-
ation. Creation, in one of its aspects, seems to relate to the same
concern as Emanation: it is here a question, once again, of find-
ing a principle of participation on the side of the participated
itself. Ideas are placed in God: rather than being referred to some
lower power that might take them as models, or force them to
descend into the sensible order, they themselves have an exenf-
plary character. While representing God's infinite being, they also
represent all that God wishes, and is able, to do. Ideas in God
are exemplary likenesses; things created ex nihilo are imitative like-
nesses. Participation is an imitation, but the principle of imitation
is to be found on the side of the model or what is imitated: Ideas
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are not distinguished in relation to God, but in relation to the
things whose possible participation in God himself they ground.
(Malebranche defines Ideas in God as principles of expression,
representing God as participable or imitable.)

This was the line taken by Saint Augustine. And here again,
the concept of expression comes forward to determine the sta-
tus of both exemplary and imitative likeness. It is Bonaventure
who, following Augustine, attaches the greatest importance to
this double determination: the two likenesses together constitute
the concrete whole of “expressive” likeness. God expresses him-
self in his Word or in an exemplary Idea; but the exemplary Idea
expresses the multiplicity of creatable and created things. This
is the paradox of expression as such: intrinsic and eternal, it is
one in relation to what expresses itself, and multiple in relation
to what is expressed.!” Expression is like a radiation that leads
us from God, who expresses himself, to the things expressed. As
itself expressive (rather than expressed), it extends equally to
all things without limitation, like the divine essence itself. We
here again find an idea of equality, which enables Bonaventure
to deny any hierarchy among Ideas as they are in God. Indeed
the theory of expressive likeness implies a certain immanence.
Ideas are in God, therefore things are in God through their exem-
plary likenesses. But must not the things themselves be in God,
as imitations? Is there not a certain inherence of a copy in its
model?!® One can escape such a conclusion only by maintaining
a strictly analogical conception of being (Bonaventure himself
constantly opposes expressive likeness and univocal likeness or
likeness of univocity).

Most of the authors cited thus far belong to two traditions at
once: those of emanation and imitation, emanative cause and
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exemplary cause, Pseudo-Dionysius and Augustine. But these two
lines meet in the concept of expression. This may already be seen
in Erigena, who forges a philosophy of expression that is some-
times “similitudinous” (turning on likeness) and sometimes
“emanative.” Emanation leads us to expression as explication. Crea-
tion leads us to expression as likeness. And expression does in fact
have this dual aspect: on the one hand it is a mirror, a model, a
resemblance; on the other a seed, a tree, a branch. But these met-
aphors come in the end to nothing. The idea of expression is
repressed as soon as it surfaces. For the themes of creation or ema-
nation cannot do without a minimal transcendence, which bars
“expressionism” from proceeding all the way to the immanence
it implies. Immanence is the very vertigo of philosophy, and is
inseparable from the concept of expression (from the double
immanence of expression in what expresses itself, and of what
is expressed in its expression).

The significance of Spinozism seems to me this: it asserts
immanence as a principle and frees expression from any subor-
dination to emanative or exemplary causality. Expression itself no
longer emanates, no longer resembles anything. And such a result can
be obtained only within a perspective of univocity. God is cause
of all things in the same sense that he is cause of himself; he pro-
duces as he formally exists, or as he objectively understands him-
self. He thus produces things in the very forms that constitute
his own essence. But the same attributes that formally constitute
God’s essence contain all the formal essences of modes, and the
idea of God’s essence comprehends all objective essences, or alk
ideas. Things in general are modes of divine being, that is, they
implicate the same attributes that constitute the nature of this
being. Thus all likeness is univocal, defined by the presence in
both cause and effect of a common property. The things that are
produced are not imitations any more than their ideas are mod-
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els. There is nothing exemplary even in the idea of God, since
this is itself, in its formal being, also produced. Nor conversely
do ideas imitate things. In their formal being they follow from
the attribute of thought; and if they are representative, they are
so only to the extent that they participate in an absolute power
of thinking which is in itself equal to the absolute power of pro-
ducing or acting. Thus all imitative or exemplary likeness is
excluded from the relation of expression. God expresses him-
self in the forms that constitute his essence, as in the idea that
reflects it. Expression characterizes both being and knowing. But
only univocal being, only univocal consciousness, are expressive.
Substance and modes, cause and effects, only have being and are
only known through common forms that actually constitute the
essence of the one, and actually contain the essence of the others.
Spinoza therefore sets apart two domains which were always
confused in earlier traditions: that of expression and of the ex-
pressive knowledge which is alone adequate; and that of signs,
and of knowledge by signs, through apophasis or analogy. Spinoza
distinguishes different sorts of signs: indicative signs, which lead
us to infer something from the state of our body; imperative signs,
which lead us to grasp laws as moral laws; and revelatory signs,
which themselves lead us to obey them and which at the very
most disclose to us certain “propria” of God. But whatever its sort,
knowledge through signs is never expressive, and remains of the
first kind. Indication is not an expression, but a confused state
of involvement in which an idea remains powerless to explain
itself or to express its own cause. An imperative sign is not an
expression, but a confused impression which leads us to believe
that the true expressions of God, the laws of nature, are so many
commandments. Revelation is not an expression, but a cultiva-
tion of the inexpressible, a confused and relative knowledge
through which we lend God determinations analogous to our own
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(Understanding, Will), only to rescue God’s superiority through
his eminence in all genera (the supereminent One, etc.). Through
univocity, Spinoza gives the idea of expression a positive content,
opposing it to the three sorts of sign. The opposition 0.f expres:
sions and signs is one of the fundamental principles ofSpmozl-sm.
Expression had also to be freed from all trace of emanation.
Neoplatonism drew part of its force from the thesis t%mt produc-
tion is not carried out by composition (addition of species to
genus, reception of a form in matter), but by distinction and
differentiation. But Neoplatonism was constrained by various
requirements: distinction had to be produced from the Indistinct
or the absolutely One, and yet to be actual; it had to be actu;ill.
and yet not numerical. Such requirements explain Neopla-tc.mlst
efforts to define the status of indistinct distinctions, undivided
divisions, unplurifiable pluralities. Spinoza, on the other hand,
finds another solution in his theory of distinctions. In conjunc-
tion with univocity, the idea of a formal distinction, that is to
say, a real distinction that is not and cannot be numerical, allows
him immediately to reconcile the ontological unity of substance
with the qualitative plurality of its attributes. Far from emanat.-
ing from an eminent Unity, the really distinct attributes Cf)nstl-
tute the essence of absolutely single substance. Substance is not
like a One from which there proceeds a paradoxical distinction;
attributes are not emanations. The unity of substance and the dis-
tinction of attributes are correlates that together constitute
expression. The distinction of attributes is nothing but the quali-
tative composition of an ontologically single substance; sul?stance
is distinguished into an infinity of attributes, which are as it were
its actual forms or component qualities. Before all production
there is thus a distinction, but this distinction is also the com-
position of substance itself.
The production of modes does, it is true, take place through
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differentiation. But differentiation is in this case purely quanti-
tative. If real distinction is never numerical, numerical distinc-
tion is, conversely, essentially modal. Number is of course more
suitably applied to things of reason than to modes themselves.
Yet it remains that modal distinction is quantitative, even if num-
ber does not well explain the nature of such quantity. This is
well seen in Spinoza’s conception of participation.!” Theories of
emanation and creation agreed in refusing any material sense to
participation. In Spinoza, on the other hand, the principle of par-
ticipation itself requires us to interpret it as a material and quan-
titative participation. To participate is to have a part in, to be a
part of, something. Attributes are so to speak dynamic qualities to
which corresponds the absolute power of God. A mode is, in its
essence, always a certain degree, a certain quantity, of a quality.
Precisely thereby is it, within the attribute containing it, a part
so to speak of God's power. Being common forms, attributes are
the conditions of substance having an omnipotence identical with
its essence, and also of modes possessing a part of this power iden-
tical with their essence. God’s power expresses or explicates itself
modally, but only in and through such quantitative differentia-
tion. Man thus loses in Spinozism all the privileges owed to a
quality supposed proper to him, which belonged to him only
from the viewpoint of imitative participation. Modes are distin-
guished quantitatively: each mode expresses or exp]icates God'’s
essence, insofar as that essence explicates itself through the
mode’s essence, that is, divides itself according to the quantity
corresponding to that mode. 20
Modes of the same attribute are not distinguished by their
rank, by their nearness to, or distance from God. They are quan-
titatively distinguished by the quantity or capacity of their re-
spective essences which always participate directly in divine
substance. A certain hierarchy does of course appear to persist
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in Spinoza between infinite immediate mode, infinite mediate
mode, and finite modes. But Spinoza constantly reminds us that
God is never, strictly speaking, a remote cause.! God, considered
under some attribute, is the proximate cause of the correspond-
ing infinite immediate mode. As for the infinite mode Spinoza
calls mediate, it derives from the already modified attribute; but
the first modification is not interposed as an intermediate cause within
a system of emanations, it appears as the modality in which God
himself produces in himself the second modification. If we con-
sider the essences of finite modes, we see that they do not form
a hierarchical system in which the less powerful depend on the
more powerful, but an actually infinite collection, a system of
mutual implications, in which each essence conforms with all of
the others, and in which all essences are involved in the produc-
tion of each. Thus God directly produces each essence together
with all the others. That is, existing modes themselves have God
as their direct cause. An existing finite mode must of course be
referred to something else besides an attribute; its cause lies in
another existing mode, whose own cause lies in another, and so
on ad infinitum. But God is the power that, in each case, deter-
mines a cause to have such an effect. We never enter into infi-
nite regress; we have only to consider a mode together with its
cause in order to arrive directly at God as the principle that deter-
mines that cause to have such an effect. Thus God is never a
remote cause, even of existing modes. Whence Spinoza’s famous
phrase “insofar as....” Things are always produced directly by
God, but in various modalities: insofar as he is infinite, insofar.
as he is modified by a modification that is itself infinite, inso-
far as he is affected by a particular modification. A hierarchy of
modalities of God himself is substituted for a hierarchy of ema-
nations: but in each modality God expresses himself immediately,
produces his effects directly. Every effect is thus in God, and
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remains in God; and God, furthermore, is himself present in each
of his effects.

Substance first of all expresses itself in itself. This first expression
is formal or qualitative. Substance expresses itself in formally dis-
tinct, qualitatively distinct, really distinct attributes; each attri-
bute expresses the essence of substance. Here again we find the
double movement of complication and explication: substance
“complicates” its attributes, each attribute explicates the essence
of substance, and substance explicates itself through all its attri-
butes. This first expression, prior to any production, is as it were
the constitution of substance itself. A principle of equality here
finds its first application: not only is substance equal to all its
attributes, but each attribute is equal to the others, none is supe-
rior or inferior. Substance expresses itself to itself. It expresses itself
in the idea of God, which comprises all attributes. In expressing
or explicating himself, God understands himself. This second
expression is objective. It involves a new application of the prin-
ciple of equality: the power of thinking, corresponding to the idea

of God, is equal to the power of existing, which corresponds to
the attributes. The idea of God (the Son or Word) has a complex
status: objectively equal to substance, it is in its formal being
only a product. It thus leads us to a third expression: Substance
re-expresses itself, attributes in their turn express themselves in modes.
This expression is the production of the modes themselves: God
produces as he understands; he cannot understand himself with-
out producing an infinity of things, and without also understand-
ing all that he produces. God produces things within the same
attributes that constitute his essence, and thinks all he produces
within the same idea that comprises* his essence. All modes are
thus expressive, as are the ideas corresponding to those modes.
Attributes “complicate” the essences of modes, and explicate
themselves through them, just as the Idea of God comprises all

18¢



PARALLELISM AND IMMANENCE

ideas and explicates itself through them. This third expression
is quantitative. And, like quantity itself, it has two forms: inten-
sive in the essences of modes, and extensive when the modes pass
into existence. The principle of equality here finds its final appli-
cation: not in an equality of modes to substance itself, but in a
superiority of substance which involves no eminence. Modes are
expressive precisely insofar as they imply the same qualitative
forms that constitute the essence of substance.
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The Theory of Finite Modes




CHAPTER TWELVE
Modal Essence:
The Passage from Infinite

to Finite

One finds in Spinoza the classic identification of attribute and
quality. Attributes are eternal and infinite qualities: as such they
are indivisible. Extension is indivisible qua substantial quality or
attribute. Each attribute is indivisible qua quality. But each
attribute-quality has an infinite quantity that is for its part divisi-
ble in certain conditions. This infinite quantity of an attribute
constitutes a matter, but a purely modal matter. An attribute is
thus divided modally, and not really. It has modally distinct parts:
modal, rather than real or substantial parts. This applies to Exten-
sion as to the other attributes: “Is there no part in Extension prior
to all its modes? None, 1 reply.”!

But it appears from the Ethics that the word “part” must be
understood in two ways. Sometimes it is a question of parts of
a power, that is, of intrinsic or intensive parts, true degrees,
degrees of power or intensity. Modal essences are thus defined
as degrees of power (Spinoza here joins a long Scholastic tradi-
tion, according to which modus intrinsecus = gradus = intensio?).
But it is also, at times, a question of extrinsic or extensive parts,
external to one another, and acting on one another from outside.
Thus the simplest bodies are the ultimate extensive modal divi-
sions of Extension. (It should not be thought that Extensivity
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belongs only to Extension: the modes of Extension are defined
essentially by degrees of power, and an attribute such as Thought
itself has extensive modal parts, ideas that correspond to the
simplest bodies. )

It is as though to each attribute there belonged two quanti-
ties, each in itself infinite, but each in its own way divisible in
certain conditions: an intensive quantity, which divides into
intensive parts, or degrees, and an extensive quantity, which
divides into extensive parts. It is hardly surprising, then, that
beside the qualitative infinity of attributes, which relates to sub-
stance, Spinoza alludes to two strictly modal quantitative infini-
ties. In a letter to Meyer he writes “Certain things [are infinite]
in virtue of the cause on which they depend, yet when they are
considered abstractly they can be divided into parts and viewed
as finite; certain others, lastly, are said to be infinite or, if you pre-
fer, indefinite, because they cannot be equated with any num-
ber, yet they can be conceived as greater or less.”* But we then
face many problems: In what do these two infinities consist?
How, and in what conditions, do they allow of division into
parts? How are they related, and what are the relations of their

respective parts?

What is it that Spinoza calls a modal essence, a particular or sin-
gular essence? His position may be stated thus: A mode’s essence
is not a logical possibility, nor a mathematical structure, nor a
metaphysical entity, but a physical reality, a res physica. Spinoza
means that the essence, qua essence, has an existence. A modal
essence has an existence distinct from that of the corresponding mode.
A mode’s essence exists, is real and actual, even if the mode
whose essence it is does not actually exist. Whence Spinoza’s
conception of a nonexistent mode: this is not something possi-
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ble, but an object whose idea is necessarily comprised in the idea
of God, just as its essence is necessarily contained in an attribute.’
The idea of nonexistent modes is thus the necessary objective cor-
relate of modal essence. Every essence is the essence of some-
thing; the essence of a mode is the essence of something which
must be conceived in infinite understanding. One cannot say of
the essence itself that it is only possible, nor can one say that a
nonexistent mode tends, by virtue of its essence, toward exist-
ence. On these two points Spinoza and Leibniz are radically
opposed: in Leibniz an essence or individual notion is a logical
possibility, inseparable from a certain metaphysical reality, that
is, from a “claim to existence,” a tendency to exist.6 In Spinoza
this is not the case: an essence is not a possibility, but possesses
a real existence that belongs to it itself; a nonexistent mode
lacks nothing and claims nothing, but is conceived in God’s
understanding as the correlate of its real essence. Neither a meta-
physical reality nor a logical possibility, the essence of a mode is a
pure physical reality.

Modal essences therefore, no less than existing modes, have
efficient causes. “God is the efficient cause, not only of the exist-
ence of things, but also of their essence.”” When Spinoza shows
that a mode’s essence does not involve existence, he of course
primarily means that its essence is not the cause of a mode’s exist-
ence. But he also means that the mode’s essence is not the cause
of its own existence.8«<

Not that there is any real distinction between an essence and
its own existence; the distinction of essence and existence is
sufficiently grounded once it is agreed that an essence has a cause
that is itself distinct. From this it does indeed follow that the
essence exists necessarily, but this by virtue of its cause (and not
through itself). One may recognize here the principle of a famous
thesis of Duns Scotus’s (and of Avicenna before him): existence
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necessarily accompanies essence, but this by virtue of the latter’s
cause; it is not thereby included or involved in essence, but added
to it. It is not added to it as a really distinct actuality, but only
as a sort of ultimate determination resulting from the essence’s
cause.? In short, essence always has the existence due to it by vir-
tue of its cause. Thus in Spinoza, the following two propositions
go together: Essences have an existence or physical reality; God is the
efficient cause of essences. An essence’s existence is the same as its
being-caused. So that one should not confuse Spinoza’s theory
with an apparently analogous Cartesian theory: when Descartes
says that God produces even essences, he means that God is not
subject to any law, that he creates everything, even possibility.
Spinoza, on the other hand, means that essences are not possi-
bles, but that they have a fully actual existence that belongs to
them by virtue of their cause. Essences of modes can only be
assimilated to possibles to the extent that we consider them
abstractly, that is, divorce them from the cause that makes them
real or existing things.

If all essences agree, this is just because they are not causes
one of another, but all have God as their cause. When we con-
sider them concretely, referring them all to the cause on which
they depend, we posit them all together, coexisting and agree-
ing. !0 All essences agree in the existence or reality resulting from
their cause. One essence can only be separated from the others
abstractly, by considering it independently of the principle of pro-
duction which comprehends all. Thus essences form a total sys-
tem, an actually infinite whole. One may say of this whole, as in
the letter to Meyer, that it is infinite through its cause. We must
then ask: How are the essences of modes distinct, if they are
inseparable one from another? How are they singular, when they
form an infinite whole? Which amounts to asking: In what does
the physical reality of essences as such consist? This problem con-
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cerning at once individuality and reality poses, as is well known,
many difficulties for Spinozism.

Spinoza does not appear to have had any clear solution at the
outset, nor even a clear statement of the problem. Two famous
passages of the Short Treatise argue that, as long as the corres-
ponding modes do not themselves exist, their essences are not
distinct from the attribute containing them, and are furthermore
not distinct one from another — that they do not, then, have in
themselves any principle of individuality.!! Individuation takes
place only through a mode’s existence, not through its essence.
(And yet the Short Treatise already requires the hypothesis of
modal essences that are in themselves singular, and makes full use
of this hypothesis. )

But these two passages of the Short Treatise should perhaps be
taken as ambiguous, rather than as thoroughly excluding any sin-
gularity and distinction of essences as such. For the first passage
seems to say that as long as a mode doesn't exist, its essence exists
solely as contained in its attribute; but the idea of the essence
cannot itself contain a distinction that is not in Nature; thus it
cannot represent a nonexistent mode as if it were distinct from
its attribute and from other modes. And the second passage, that
as long as a mode doesn’t exist, the idea of its essence cannot
involve any distinct existence; as long as the whole wall is white,
one cannot apprehend anything distinct from it or distinct in it.
(This thesis is not even abandoned in the Ethics: as long as a mode
doesn’t exist, its essence is contained in its attribute, its idea com-
prised in the idea of God; this idea cannot then involve a distinct
existence, nor can it be distinguished from other ideas. )

“Being distinct from” is bluntly opposed in all this to “being
contained in.” As contained only in their attribute, modal es-
sences are not distinct from it. Distinction, then, is taken in the sense
of extrinsic distinction. The argument is as follows. Modal essences
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are contained in their attribute; as long as a mode does not exist,
no extrinsic distinction between its essence and the attribute, or
between its essence and other essences, is possible. Thus no idea
can represent or apprehend modal essences as extrinsic parts of
the attribute, or as parts external one to another. This position
may seem odd, because it supposes that, conversely, extrinsic dis-
tinction is not incompatible with existing modes, and is even,
indeed, required by them. We will postpone the analysis of this
point and simply note here that an existing mode has duration,
and that while it endures it is no longer simply contained in its
attribute, just as its idea is no longer simply comprised in the idea
of God. " It is through duration (and also, in the case of modes
of Extension, through figure and place) that existing modes have
their strictly extrinsic individuation.

As long as the wall is white, no shape is distinguished from or
in it. That is: in such a state the quality is not affected by anything
extrinsically distinct from it. But there remains the question of
knowing whether there is another type of modal distinction,
presenting an intrinsic principle of individuation. Furthermore,
one might well consider that individuation through the existence
of a mode is insufficient. We cannot distinguish existing things
except insofar as we suppose their essences distinct; similarly, any
extrinsic distinction seems to presuppose a prior intrinsic one. S0
a modal essence should be singular in itself, even if the corres-
ponding mode does not exist. But how? Let us return to Scotus:
whiteness, he says, has various intensities; these are not added
to whiteness as one thing to another thing, like a shape added to~
the wall on which it is drawn; its degrees of intensity are intrin-
sic determinations, intrinsic modes, of a whiteness that remains
univocally the same under whichever modality it is considered.'

This seems also to be the case for Spinoza: modal essences are
intrinsic modes or intensive quantities. An attribute remains as
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a quality univocally what it is, containing all the degrees that
affect it without modifying its formal reason. Modal essences are
thus distinguished from their attribute as intensities of its qual-
ity, and from one another as different degrees of intensity. One
may be permitted to think that, while he does not explicitly
develop such a theory, Spinoza is looking toward the idea of a dis-
tinction or singularity belonging to modal essences as such. The
difference of being (of modal essences) is at once intrinsic and
purely quantitative; for the quantity here in question is an inten-
sive one. Only a quantitative distinction of beings is consistent
with the qualitative identity of the absolute. And this quantita-
tive distinction is no mere appearance, but an internal difference,
a difference of intensity. So that each finite being must be said to
express the absolute, according to the intensive quantity that con-
stitutes its essence, according, that is, to the degree of its power. 'S
Individuation is, in Spinoza, neither qualitative nor extrinsic, but
quantitative and intrinsic, intensive. There is indeed, in this
sense, a distinction of modal essences, both from the attribute
that contains them, and one from another. Modal essences are
not distinct in any extrinsic way, being contained in their attri-
bute, but they have nonetheless a type of distinction or singular-
ity proper to them, within the attribute that contains them.
Intensive quantity is infinite, and the system of essences an
actually infinite series. We are here dealing with infinity “through
a cause.” This is the sense in which an attribute contains, that is,
complicates, the essences of all its modes; it contains them as
the infinite series of degrees corresponding to its intensive quan-
tity. Now it is easy to see that this infinity is in a sense indivisi-
ble: one cannot divide it into extensive or extrinsic parts, except
through abstraction. (But by abstraction we separate essences
from their cause and from the attribute that contains them, con-
sidering them as simple logical possibilities, and taking from
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them all physical reality.) Modal essences are thus in fact insepa-
rable, and are characterized by their total agreement. But they
are nevertheless singular and particular, and distinguished from
one another intrinsically. In their concrete system, all essences
are involved in the production of each: this applies not merely
to the lowest degree of essence, but to the highest also, since the
series is actually infinite. Yet in this concrete system each essence
is produced as an irreducible degree, necessarily apprehended as
a singular unity. Such is the system of “complication” of essences.

Modal essences are, then, parts of an infinite series. But this in
the very special sense of intensive or intrinsic parts. One should
not give Spinoza's particular essences a Leibnizian interpretation.
Particular essences are not microcosms. They are not all con-
tained in each, but all are comprised in the production of each.
A modal essence is a pars intensiva, and not a pars totalis.'® As such,
it has an expressive power, but such expressive power must be
understood in a way very different from the way it is understood
by Leibniz. For the status of modal essences relates to a strictly
Spinozist problem, concerning absolutely infinite substance. This
is the problem of passing from infinite to finite. Substance is, so
to speak, the absolute ontological identity of all qualities, abso-
lutely infinite power, the power of existing in all forms, and of
thinking all forms. Attributes are infinite forms or qualities, and
as such indivisible. So the finite is neither substantial nor quali-
tative. But nor is it mere appearance: it is modal, that is, quanti=»
tative. Each substantial quality has intensive modal quantity, itself
infinite, which actually divides into an infinity of intrinsic modes.
These intrinsic modes, contained together as a whole in an attri-
bute, are the intensive parts of the attribute itself. And they are
thereby parts of God’s power, within the attribute that contains
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them. It is in this sense, as we have already seen, that modes of a
divine attribute necessarily participate in God's power: their
essence is itself part of God’s power, is an intensive part, or a
degree of that power. Here again the reduction of creatures to
the status of modes appears as the condition of their essence being
a power, that is, of being an irreducible part of God’s power. Thus
modes are in their essence expressive: they express God's essence,
each according to the degree of power that constitutes its essence.
The individuation of the finite does not proceed in Spinoza from
genus to species or individual, from general to particular; it pro-
ceeds from an infinite quality to a corresponding quantity, which
divides into irreducible intrinsic or intensive parts.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Modal Existence

We know that the existence of a modal essence is not the same
as the existence of the corresponding mode. A modal essence can
exist without the mode itself existing: its essence is not the cause
of a mode’s existence. A mode’s existence thus has as it cause
another mode, itself existing.! But this infinite regression in no
way tells us in what that existence consists. If, however, it be true
that an existing mode “needs” a great number of other existing
modes, this already suggests that it is itself composed of a great
number of parts, parts that come to it from elsewhere, that begin
to belong to it as soon as it comes to exist by virtue of an exter-
nal cause, that are renewed in the play of causes while the mode
exists, and that cease to belong to it when it passes away.2 So we
can now say in what a mode’s existence consists: to exist is to actu-
ally possess a very great number [ plurimae] of parts. These compo-
nent parts are external to the mode’s essence, and external one
to another: they are extensive parts.

I do not think that there are, for Spinoza, any existing modes
that are not actually composed of a very great number of exten-
sive parts. There are no existing bodies, within Extension,* that
are not composed of a very great number of simple bodies. And
the soul, insofar as it is the idea of an existing body, is itself
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composed of a great number of ideas which correspond to the
body’s component parts, and which are extrinsically distinct from
one another.? The faculties, furthermore, which the soul possesses
insofar as it is the idea of an existing body, are genuine extensive
parts, which cease to belong to the soul once the body itself
ceases to exist.* Here then, it seems, are the primary elements
of Spinoza’s scheme: a mode’s essence is a-determinate degree of
intensity, an irreducible degree of power; a mode exists, if it
actually possesses a very great number of extensive parts corres-
ponding to its essence or degree of power.

What does Spinoza mean by “a very great number”? The let-
ter to Meyer provides a valuable clue: there are magnitudes that
are called infinite or, better, indefinite, because ‘“the parts can-
not be determined or expressed by any number”; “they cannot
be equated with any number, but exceed every number that can
be given.”s Here we recognize the second infinity, modal and
quantitative, of the letter to Meyer: a strictly extensive infinity.
Spinoza gives a geometrical example: the sum of the unequal dis-
tances between two nonconcentric circles® exceeds any number
that may be given. This infinite quantity has three distinctive
characteristics, although these are it is true negative, rather than
positive. It is not, in the first place, constant or equal to itself:
it can be conceived as both greater and less (Spinoza explains in
another passage: “In the whole space between two circles hav-
ing different centers we conceive twice as many parts as in half
that space, and yet the number of the parts, of the half as well as
of the whole, exceeds any assignable number”¢). Extensive infin-
ity is thus an infinity necessarily conceived as greater or less. But
in the second place, it is not strictly speaking “unlimited”: for
it relates to something limited. There is a maximum and a mini-
mum distance between two nonconcentric circles, and these dis-
tances attach to a perfectly limited and determinate space. In the
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third place, finally, this quantity is not infinite through the mul-
titude of its parts, for “if the infinity were inferred from the

multitude of parts, we should not be able to conceive a greater

multitude of parts, but their multitude ought to be greater than

any given one.” It is not from the number of its parts that the

quantity is infinite, but rather because it is infinite that it divides

into a multitude of parts exceeding any number.

One may note that number never adequately expresses the
nature of modes. It may be useful to identify modal quantity and
number; indeed one must do so, if it is to be opposed to sub-
stance and substantial qualities. I did so when presenting modal
distinction as a numerical distinction. But number is, in fact, only
a way of imagining quantity, or an abstract way of thinking of
modes. Modes, insofar as they flow from substance and its attri-
butes, are something more than phantoms of imagination, some-
thing more than things of reason. Their being is quantitative,
rather than numerical, strictly speaking. If one considers the pri-
mary modal infinity, intensive infinity, it is not divisible into
extrinsic parts. The intensive parts it intrinsically includes, modal
essences, are not separable one from another. Number separates
them from one another, and from the principle of their produc-
tion, and thereby grasps them abstractly. If one considers the
second infinity, extensive infinity, it is of course divisible into
the extrinsic parts that compose existing things. But these extrin-
sic parts always come in infinite collections; their sum always
exceeds any given number. When we explain them by number,
we lose our hold on the real being of existing modes, and grasp
only fictions.”

Thus the letter to Meyer presents, among other things, the
special case of an extensive modal infinity, variable and divisi-
ble. This exposition is important in itself; Leibniz congratulated
Spinoza on having gone further on this point than many mathe-
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maticians. But from the viewpoint of Spinozism itself, the ques-
tion is: What is the bearing of this theory of the second modal
infinity on the system as a whole? The answer seems to be that
extensive infinity relates to modal existence. Indeed, when
Spinoza asserts in the Ethics that composite modes have a very
great number of parts, he understands by “very great number” an
unassignable number, that is, a plurality exceeding any number.
The essence of such a mode is itself a degree of power; but what-
ever degree of power constitutes its essence, the mode cannot
exist unless it actually has an infinity of parts. If one considers a
mode whose degree of power is double that of the previous one,
its existence is composed of an infinity of parts, which is itself
the double of the previous infinity. There is in the limit an infin-
ity of infinite wholes, a whole of all the wholes, the whole, so
to speak, of existing things both contemporaneous and succes-
sive. In short, the characteristics assigned by Spinoza to the sec-
ond modal infinity, in his letter to Meyer, find an application only
in the theory of existing modes developed in the Ethics — and
there find general application. Existing modes have an infinity
(a very great number) of parts; their essences or degrees of power
always correspond to a limit (a maximum or minimum); all
existing modes taken together, not only contemporaneous but
also successive ones, constitute the greatest infinity, itself divis-
ible into infinities greater or less than one another.?

We have yet to discover whence come these extensive parts, and’
in what they consist. They are not atoms: for not only do atoms
imply a void, but an infinity of atoms could not correspond to
something limited. Nor are they the virtual components of divis-
ibility to infinity: these could not form greater or lesser infini-
ties. To go from the hypothesis of infinite divisibility to that of
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atoms is to run “from Charybdis to Scylla."1? The ultimate exten-
sive parts are in fact the actual infinitely small parts of an infin-
ity that is itself actual. Positing an actual infinity in Nature is no

less important for Spinoza than for Leibniz: there is no contra-
diction between the idea of absolutely simple ultimate parts and
the principle of infinite division, as long as this division is actu-
ally infinite."! We must then consider that an attribute has not only

an infinite intensive quantity, but an infinite extensive quantity

also. It is the extensive quantity that is actually divided into an

infinity of extensive parts. These are extrinsic parts, acting one

on another from outside, and externally distinguished. As a whole,
and in all their relations, they form an infinitely changeable universe,
corresponding to God’s omnipotence. But in this or that determinate
relation they form greater or lesser infinite wholes, corresponding to this

or that degree of power, in other words, to this or that modal essence.

They always come in infinities: an infinity of parts, however small,

always corresponds to a degree of power; and the whole universe

corresponds to the Power that comprises all these degrees.

This is how we should understand Spinoza’s analysis of the
modes of Extension. The attribute of Extension has an exten-
sive modal quantity that actually divides into an infinity of sim-
ple bodies. These simple bodies are extrinsic parts which are only
distinguished from one another, and which are only related to
one another, through movement and rest. Movement and rest are
precisely the form of extrinsic distinction and external relation
between simple bodies. Simple bodies are determined from out-
side to movement or rest ad infinitum, and are distinguished by
the movement and rest to which they are determined. They are
always grouped in infinite wholes, each whole being defined by a
certain relation® of movement and rest. It is through this relation
that an infinite whole corresponds to a certain modal essence
(that is, to a certain degree of power), and thus constitutes the
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very existence of that mode of Extension.d If one considers all
these infinite wholes in all their relations as a whole, one has “the
sum of all the variations of matter in movement,” or “the face of
the whole universe” under the attribute of Extension. This face
or sum corresponds to God’s omnipotence insofar as the latter
comprises all the degrees of power or all the modal essences in
this same attribute of Extension.!?

This scheme enables us to clear up certain contradictions
which some have thought to find in Spinoza’s physics, or to find
rather in his Ethics, inconsistencies between its physics of bodies
and its theory of essences. Thus Rivaud noted that a simple body
is always, and only, determined to movement and to rest from
outside; whence its state must be referred to an infinite collec-
tion of simple bodies. But how, then, reconcile this status of sim-
ple bodies with that of essences? “A particular body, or a simple
body at least, has then no eternal essence. Its reality seems to be
subsumed into that of an infinite system of causes™; “We sought
a particular essence, and we find only an infinite chain of causes
none of whose terms appears to have any essential reality of its
own”; “This consequence, which appears to be forced on us by
the passages just cited, seems to contradict the most clearly
ascertained principles of Spinoza’s system. What is to become of
the eternity of essences, unreservedly asserted on so many occa-
sions? How can a body, however small, however transitory its
being, exist without a nature of its own, a nature without which
it can neither arrest nor transmit any movement it receives?
What has no essence at all cannot exist, and every essence is, by”
definition, immutable. A soap bubble that exists at some given
moment, must necessarily have an eternal essence, without which
it could not be."!?

Yet there is no need to seek an essence for each extensive
part. An essence is a degree of intensity. But extensive parts and

206

MODAL EXISTENCE

degrees of intensity (or intensive parts) in no way correspond
term for term. To every degree of intensity, however small, there
correspond an infinity of extensive parts that have, and must have,
between them purely extrinsic relations. Extensive parts come
in greater or lesser infinities, but always come in an infinity; there
is no question of each having an essence, because even to a min-
imal essence there correspond an infinity of parts. The soap bub-
ble does indeed have an essence, but each part of the infinite
collection that in some relation composes it, does not. In other
words, in Spinoza, there is no existing mode that is not actually infi-
nitely composite, whatever be its essence or degree of power.
Spinoza says that composite modes have a “very great number”
of parts; but what he says of composite modes must be under-
stood of all existing modes, for there are no incomposite exist-
ing modes, all existence is by definition composite. Should one
then say that simple extensive parts exist? Should one say that in
Extension there exist simple bodies? If by this one means exist-
ence singly, or as a number together, the absurdity is obvious.
Strictly speaking, simple parts have neither an essence nor an
existence of their own. They have no internal essence or nature;
they are extrinsically distinguished one from another, extrinsically
related to one another. They have no existence of their own, but
existence is composed of them: to exist is to actually have an
infinity of extensive parts. In greater or lesser infinities they
compose, in different relations, the existence of modes whose
essences are of greater or lesser degree. Not only Spinoza’s phys-
ics, but Spinozism as a whole, becomes unintelligible if one
doesn’t distinguish what belongs to essences, what belongs to
existences, and the correspondence between them, which is in
no way term for term.

We now have the elements of an answer to the question of
how an infinity of extensive parts can compose the existence of
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a mode. Thus a mode exists, for example, in Extension when
an infinity of simple bodies, corresponding to its essence, actu-
ally belong to it. But how can they correspond to its essence, or
belong to it? Spinoza’s answer remains identical from the Short
Treatise on: they do so in a certain relation of movement and rest. A
given mode “comes to exist,” comes into existence, when an
infinity of extensive parts enter into a given relation: it contin-
ues to exist as long as this relation holds. Extensive parts are thus
grouped together in various collections on various levels of rela-
tion, corresponding to different degrees of power. Extensive parts
form a greater or lesser infinite whole, insofar as they enter into
this or that relation; in any given relation they correspond to
some modal essence and compose the existence of the corres-
ponding mode itself; in some other relation they form part of
another whole, correspond to another modal essence, and com-
pose the existence of another mode. Such is the doctrine of the
Short Treatise concerning the coming into existence of modes.!
The Ethics puts it still more clearly: little does it matter if the
component parts of an existing mode are each moment renewed;
the whole remains the same insofar as it is defined by a relation
through which any of its parts belong to that particular modal
essence. An existing mode is thus subject to considerable and
continual alteration: but it little matters, either, that the divi-
sion between its parts of movement and rest, or of speed and
slowness of movement, should alter. A given mode will continue
to exist as long as the same relation subsists in the infinite whole
of its parts.'s .
It must then be recognized that a modal essence (a degree of
power) expresses itself eternally in a certain relation, with its vari-
ous different levels. But the mode does not come into existence
until an infinity of extensive parts are actually determined to
enter into this relation. These parts may be determined to enter
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into another relation; they are then integrated into another infi-
nite whole, greater or lesser, corresponding to another modal
essence, and composing the existence of another mode. Spinoza’s
theory of existence involves, then, three components: a singular
essence, which is a degree of power or intensity; a particular exist-
ence, always composed of an infinity of extensive parts; and an
individual form that is the characteristic or expressive relation
which corresponds eternally to the mode’s essence, but through
which also an infinity of parts are temporarily related to that
essence. In an existing mode, the essence is a degree of power;
this degree expresses itself in a relation; and the relation sub-
sumes an infinity of parts. Whence Spinoza’s formulation accord-
ing to which the parts, being under the domination of one and
the same nature, are “forced, as this nature demands, to adapt
themselves to one another.’1®
A modal essence expresses itself eternally in a relation, but
we should not confuse the essence and the relation in which it
expresses itself. A modal essence is not the cause of the exist-
ence of the mode itself: the proposition takes up, in Spinoza’s
terms, the old principle that a finite being’s existence does not
follow from its essence. But what is the new sense of this princi-
ple as seen from Spinoza’s viewpoint? It means that for all that a
modal essence expresses itself in a characteristic relation, it is
not the essence that determines an infinity of extensive parts
to enter into that relation. (A mere nature does not establish its
dominance by itself, or itself force the parts to adapt themselves
to one another so as to conform with the relation in which it
expresses itself.) For extensive parts determine one another from
outside and ad infinitum; they have none but an extrinsic deter-
mination. A mode comes into existence, not by virtue of its
essence, but by virtue of purely mechanical laws which determine
an infinity of some extensive parts or other to enter into a pre-
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cise given relation, in which its essence expresses itself. A mode
ceases to exist as soon as its parts are determined to enter into
another relation, corresponding to another essence. Modes come
into existence, and cease to exist, by virtue of laws external to
their essences.

What are these mechanical laws? In the case of Extension they
amount ultimately to the laws of communication of movement.
If we consider the infinity of simple bodies, we see that they are
always grouped in constantly changing infinite wholes. But the
whole of all these wholes remains fixed, this fixity being defined
by the total quantity of movement, that is, by the total propor-
tion of movement and rest, which contains an infinity of partic-
ular relations. Simple bodies are never separable from some one
or other of these relations, through which they belong to some
whole. But the total proportion always remains fixed, while these
relations are made and unmade according to the laws of compo-
sition and decomposition.

Take two composite bodies, each possessing, in a certain rela-
tion, an infinity of simple bodies or parts. When they meet it
may happen that the two relations can be directly combined.
Then the parts of one adapt to the parts of the other in a third
relation composed of the two previous ones. Here we have the
formation of a body more composite still than the two from
which we began. In a famous passage, Spinoza shows how chyle
and lymph combine their respective relations to form, as a third
relation, the blood.!” And, in more or less complex conditions,
this process is that of all generation or formation, that is, of all*
coming into existence. Parts come together in different relations;
each relation already corresponds to a modal essence; two rela-
tions combine in such a way that the parts that meet enter into
a third relation, corresponding to a further modal essence. The
corresponding mode thereby comes into existence. But it may
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happen that the two relations cannot be directly combined. The
bodies that meet are either mutually indifferent, or one, through
its relation, decomposes the relation in the other, and so destroys
the other body. This is the case with a toxin or poison, which
destroys a man by decomposing his blood. And this is the case
with nutrition, but in a converse sense: a man forces the parts of
the body by which he nourishes himself to enter into a new rela-
tion that conforms with his own, but which involves the destruc-
tion of the relation in which that body existed previously.

Thus there are laws of composition and decomposition of
relations which determine both the coming into existence of
modes, and the end of their existence. These eternal laws in no
way affect the eternal truth of each relation: each relation has
an eternal truth, insofar as an essence expresses itself in it. But
the laws of composition and decomposition determine the con-
ditions in which a relation is actualized — that is, actually sub-
sumes extensive parts — or, on the other hand, ceases to be
actualized. Whence we must, above all, avoid confusing essences
and relations, or a law of production of essences and a law of com-
position of relations. It is not the essence that determines the
actualization of the relation in which it expresses itself. Relations
are composed and decomposed according to their own laws. The
order of essences is characterized by a total conformity. Such is
not the case with the order of relations. All relations are of course
combined ad infinitum, but not in just any way. Some given rela-
tion does not combine with just any other given relation. The
laws of composition that apply to characteristic relations, and
that regulate the coming into existence of modes, pose many
problems. Such laws are not contained in the modal essences
themselves. Was Spinoza thinking of these laws when he wrote,
as early as the Correction of the Understanding, of laws inscribed
in attributes and infinite modes “as in their true codes”?!8 (The
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complexity of this passage prevents me from adducing it here.)
And then, do we know these laws, and if so, how? Spinoza does
seem to admit that we have to pass through an empirical study
of bodies in order to know their relations, and how they are
combined.! Whatever be the answers to these questions, it is
enough provisionally to note the irreducibility of the order of
relations to the order of essences themselves.

A mode’s existence does not, then, follow from its essence. When
a mode comes into existence, it is determined to do so by a
mechanical law that composes the relation in which it expresses
itself, which constrains, that is to say, an infinity of extensive parts
to enter into that relation. Coming into existence should never
be understood in Spinoza as a transition from possible to real:
an existing mode is no more the realization of a possible, than a
modal essence is such a “possible.” Essences necessarily exist, by
virtue of their cause; the modes whose essences they are neces-
sarily come into existence by virtue of causes that determine parts
to enter into the relations corresponding to those essences.
Necessity everywhere appears as the only modality of being, but
this necessity has two components. We have seen that the dis-
tinction between an essence and its own existence should not be
interpreted as a real distinction, nor should that of an essence
and the existence of the mode itself. An existing mode is just its
own essence itself insofar as the essence actually possesses an
infinity of extensive parts. Just as the essence exists by virtue ok
its cause, so the mode itself exists by virtue of the cause that
determines its parts to belong to it. But the two forms of causal-
ity we are thus led to consider force us to define two types of
modal position,® and two types of modal distinction.

Modal essences were characterized above as intensive reali-
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ties. They were distinguished from their attribute and from one
another only through a very special type of distinction, an intrin-
sic one. They existed only as contained in their attribute, and
their ideas existed only as comprised in the idea of God. All such
essences were “complicated” in their attribute; this was the form
in which they existed and expressed the essence of God, each
according to its degree of power. But when modes come into
existence, they acquire extensive parts. They acquire a size and
duration: each mode endures as long as its parts remain in the
relation that characterizes it. We must therefore recognize that
existing modes are extrinsically distinct from their attribute, and
extrinsically distinct from one another. The Metaphysical Thoughts
defined “the being of existence” as “the essence itself of things
outside God,” as opposed to “the being of essence” that desig-
nated things as they are “comprehended in the attributes of
God.”?0 This definition corresponds perhaps more closely than
one might imagine to the thought of Spinoza himself. In this
respect it presents several important characteristics.

It reminds us first of all that the distinction between essence
and existence is never a real distinction. The being of essence (the
existence of essence) is its position in an attribute of God. The
being of existence (the existence of a thing itself) is also a posit-
ing of essence, but an extrinsic position, outside the attribute. And
I do not believe that this thesis is abandoned in the Ethics. The
existence of a particular thing is the thing itself, no longer as sim-
ply contained in its attribute, no longer as simply comprehended
in God, but as having duration, as having a relation with a cer-
tain extrinsically distinct time and place.?! It might be objected
that such a conception is radically opposed to immanence. For,
from the viewpoint of immanence, modes do not cease to belong
to substance, to be contained in it, when they come into exist-
ence. But the point is so obvious that it should not detain us long.
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Spinoza doesn’t say that existing modes are no longer contained
in substance, but rather that they are “are no longer only” con-
tained in substance or attribute.?? The difficulty is easily resolved
if we consider that extrinsic distinction remains always and only a
modal distinction. Modes do not cease to be modes once they are
posited outside their attribute,! for this extrinsic position is
purely modal rather than substantial. If a passing comparison with
Kant be permissible, it will be recalled that Kant explains that,
although space is the form of exteriority, this form is no less
internal to me than the form of interiority: it presents objects as
external to us and to one another, and this without any illusion,
but itself is completely internal to us.?? Similarly Spinoza, in an
altogether different context, talking of an altogether different
matter, says that extensive quantity belongs to an attribute no
less than intensive quantity, but that it is a strictly modal form
of exteriority. It presents existing modes as external to the attri-
bute, and as external one to another. It is nonetheless contained,
along with all existing modes, in the attribute it modifies. The
idea of an extrinsic modal distinction is in no way inconsistent
with the principle of immanence.

What then does such an extrinsic modal distinction amount
to? When modes are posited extrinsically they cease to exist
in the complicated form that they have while their essences are
contained solely in their attribute. Their new existence is an
explication: they explicate the attribute, each “in a certain and
determinate way.” That is: each existing mode explicates the attri-
bute in the relation that characterizes it, in a way extrinsically
distinct from other ways in other relations. An existing mode is
thus no less expressive than its essence, but is so in another man-
ner. An attribute no longer expresses itself only in the modal
essences that it complicates or contains according to their degrees
of power; it also expresses itself in existing modes that explicate
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it in a certain and determinate manner, that is, according to the
relations corresponding to their essences. Modal expression as a

whole is constituted by this double movement of complication
and explication.2*
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

What Can a Body Do?

The expressive triad corresponding to finite modes comprises an
essence as a degree of power; a characteristic relation in which
it expresses itself; and the extensive parts subsumed in this rela-
tion, which compose the mode’s existence. But we find in the
Ethics a strict system of equivalences that leads us to a second
modal triad: the essence as a degree of power; a certain capacity
to be affected in which it expresses itself; and the affections that,
each moment, exercise that capacity.

What are these equivalences? An existing mode actually pos-
sesses a very great number of parts. But the nature of extensive
parts is such that they “affect one another” ad infinitum. From this
one may infer that an existing mode is affected in a very great
number of ways. Spinoza proceeds from the parts to their affec-
tions, and from these affections to the affections of the existing
mode as a whole.! Extensive parts do not belong to a given mode
except in a certain relation. And a mode is said to have affections
by virtue of a certain capacity of being affected. A horse, a fish,
a man, or even two men compared one with the other, do not
have the same capacity to be affected: they are not affected by
the same things, or not affected by the same things in the same
way.? A mode ceases to exist when it can no longer maintain
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between its parts the relation that characterizes it; and it ceases
to exist when “it is rendered completely incapable of being
|affected in many ways.” In short, relations are inseparable from
the capacity to be affected. So that Spinoza can consider two fun-
damental questions as equivalent: What is the structure (fabrica)
of a body? And: What can a body do? A body’s structure is the com-
position of its relation. What a body can do corresponds to the
nature and limits of its capacity to be affected.*-

This second triad characterizing finite modes well shows how
modes express substance, participate in it, and even, in their own
way, reproduce it. God was defined by the identity of his essence
and an absolutely infinite power (potentia); as such he had a
potestas, that is, a capacity to be affected in an infinity of ways;
and this capacity was eternally and necessarily exercised, God
being cause of all things in the same sense as cause of himself.
An existing mode has, for its part, an essence that is identical to
a degree of power; as such it has an ability to be affected, a capac-
ity to be affected in a very great number of ways. While the mode
exists this capacity is exercised in varying ways, but is always nec-
essarily exercised under the action of external modes.

What, from these various viewpoints, is the difference between
an existing mode and divine substance? One must not, in the first
place, confuse an “infinity of ways” with a “very great number
of ways.” A very great number is indeed an infinity, but one of a
special kind: a greater or lesser infinity that relates to something
limited. God is, on the other hand, affected in an infinity of ways,
and this is infinity through a cause, since God is the cause of all»
his affections. This is a strictly unlimited infinity, which com-
prises all modal essences and all existing modes.

A second difference is that God is the cause of all his affec-
tions, and so cannot suffer them. It would be wrong indeed to
confuse affection and suffering or passion.? An affection is not a
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passion, except when it cannot be explained by the nature of the
atfected body: it then of course involves the body, but is explained

by the influence of other bodies. Affections that can be com-
pletely explained by the nature of the affected body are active-
affections, and themselves actions.® Let us apply the principle of
this distinction to God: there are no causes external to God; God
is necessarily the cause of all his affections, and so all these affec-
tions can be explained by his nature, and are actions.® Such is
not the case with existing modes. These do not exist by virtue
of their own nature; their existence is composed of extensive
parts that are determined and affected from outside, ad infinitum.
Every existing mode is thus inevitably affected by modes exter-
nal to it, and undergoes changes that are not explained by its own
nature alone. Its affections are at the outset, and tend to remain,
passions.” Spinoza remarks that childhood is an abject state, but
one common to all of us, in which we depend “very heavily on
external causes.” The great question that presents itself in rela-
tion to existing finite modes is thus: Can they attain to active
affections, and if so, how? This is the “ethical” question, prop-
erly so called. But, even supposing that a mode manages to pro-
duce active affections, while it exists it cannot eliminate all its
passions, but can at best bring it about that its passions occupy
only a small part of itself.?

A final difference concerns the very content of the word
“affection,” according to whether it be applied to God or to
modes. For God's affections are those modes themselves, modal
essences or existing modes. Their ideas express the essence of
God as their cause. But the affections of modes are as it were a
second degree of affection, affections of affections: for example,
a passive affection that we experience is just the effect of some
body on our own. The idea of such an affection does not express
its cause, that is to say, the nature or essence of the external body:
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rather does it indicate the present constitution of our own body,
and so the way in which our capacity to be affected is being at
that moment exercised. An affection of our body is only a cor-
poreal image, and the idea of the affection as it is in our mind an
inadequate idea, an imagining. And we have yet another sort of

' |affection. From a given idea of an affection there necessarily flow

“affects” or feelings (affectus).!%< Such feelings are themselves

| |affections, or rather a new kind of idea of an affection. One should
| resist attributing to Spinoza intellectualist positions he never

held. An idea we have indicates the present state of our body’s
constitution; while our body exists, it endures, and is defined by
duration; its present state is thus inseparable from a previous state
with which it is linked in a continuous duration. Thus to every
idea that indicates an actual state of our body, there is necessarily linked
another sort of idea that involves the relation of this state to the ear-
lier state. Spinoza explains that this should not be thought of as
an abstract intellectual operation by which the mind compares
{two states.!! Our feelings are in themselves ideas which involve
Lhe concrete relation of present and past in a continuous dura-
ion: they involve the changes of an existing mode that endures.
A mode thus has affections of two sorts: states of a body or

‘ ideas that indicate these states, and changes in the body or ideas

| lindicating these changes. The second kind are linked to the first,

and change with them: one senses how, beginning with an ini-
tial affection, our feelings become linked with our ideas in such
a way that our whole capacity to be affected is exercised at each

moment. But all this turns, ultimately, on a certain characteristic»

of modes, and of man in particular: the first ideas he has are pas-
sive affections, inadequate ideas or imaginings; the affects or
feelings that flow from them are thus passions, feelings that are
themselves passive. One cannot see how a finite mode, especially
at the beginning of its existence, could have any but inadequate
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ideas; and one cannot, consequently, see how it could experience
any but passive feelings. The link is well marked by Spinoza: an
inadequate idea is an idea of which we are not the cause (it is not
formally explained by our power of understanding); this inade-
quate idea is itself the (material and efficient) cause of a feeling;
we cannot then be the adequate cause of this feeling; but a feeling
of which we are not the adequate cause is necessarily a passion. 2
Our capacity to be affected is thus exercised, from the beginning
of our existence, by inadequate ideas and passive feelings.

An equally profound link may be found between ideas that
are adequate, and active feelings. An idea we have that is adequate
may be formally defined as an idea of which we are the cause;
were it then the material and efficient cause of a feeling we would
be the adequate cause of that feeling itself; but a feeling of which
we are the adequate cause is an action. Thus Spinoza can say that
“Insofar as our mind has adequate ideas, it necessarily does cer-
tain things, and insofar as it has inadequate ideas, it necessarily
undergoes other things”; “The actions of the mind arise from
adequate ideas alone; the passions depend on inadequate ideas
alone.”’3 Hence the properly ethical question is linked to the
methodological question of how we can become active. How can
we come to produce adequate ideas?

One already senses the fundamental importance of that area of
the Ethics that concerns existential changes of finite modes, or
expressive changes. These changes are of several kinds, and must
be understood on various levels. Consider a mode with a given
essence and a given capacity to be affected. Its passive affections
(inadequate ideas and passive feelings) are constantly changing.
However, insofar as its capacity to be affected is exercised by pas-
sive affections, this capacity itself appears as a force or power of
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suffering. The capacity of being affected is called a power of suf-
fering insofar as it is actually exercised by passive affections. The
body’s power of suffering has as its equivalent in the mind the
power of imagining and of experiencing passive feelings.
Let us now assume that the mode, as it endures, comes to
exercise (at least partially) its capacity of being affected by active
affections. In this aspect the capacity appears as a force or power
of acting. The power of understanding or knowing is the power
of acting proper to the soul. But the capacity to be affected remains
constant, whatever the relative proportion of active and passive affec-
\tions. And so we arrive at the following conjecture: that the pro-
\ portion of active and passive feelings is open to variation, within
'a fixed capacity of being affected. If we manage to produce active
| affections, our passive affections will be correspondingly reduced.
;“.And as far as we still have passive affections, our power of action
['will be correspondingly “inhibited.” In short, for a given essence,

for a given capacity to be affected, the power of suffering and that

of acting should be open to variation in inverse proportion one

to the other. Both together, in their varying proportions, consti-
| tute the capacity to be affected. !

We must next introduce another level of possible variation.
For the capacity to be affected does not remain fixed at all times
and from all viewpoints. Spinoza suggests, in fact, that the rela-
tion that characterizes an existing mode as a whole is endowed
with a kind of elasticity. What is more, its composition, as also
its decomposition, passes through so many stages that one may
almost say that a mode changes its body or relation in leaving
behind childhood, or on entering old age. Growth, aging, illness:
we can hardly recognize the same individual. And is it really
indeed the same individual? Such changes, whether impercepti-
ble or abrupt, in the relation that characterizes a body, may also

be seen in its capacity of being affected, as though the capacity

222

WHAT CAN A BODY DO7?

and the relation enjoy a margin, a limit, within which they take
form and are deformed.!s Here we see the full significance of the
passages of the letter to Meyer that allude to the existence of a
maximum and a minimum.

Thus far we have proceeded as though the power of suffering
and the power of acting formed two distinct principles, their
exercise being inversely proportional within a given capacity to||
be affected. This is indeed the case, but only in relation to the
fundamental limits of that capacity. It is the case so long as we |
consider affections abstractly, without concretely considering the
essence of the affected mode. Why? We find ourselves here at
the threshold of a problem explored by Leibniz as well as Spinoza.
It was not by chance that Leibniz, on first reading the Ethics,
spoke with admiration of Spinoza’s theory of the affections, his
conception of action and passion. And one should see here a coin-
cidence between the developments of their respective philoso-
phies, rather than an influence of Spinoza on Leibniz.!6 Such
coincidence is in fact more remarkable than any influence. On
one level, Leibniz sets out the following thesis: a body’s force,
which is called “derivative,” is double: a force of acting and a
force of suffering, active force and passive force; the active force
remains “dead,” or becomes “alive,” according to what obstacles
or inducements, registered by the passive force, it encounters.
But on a deeper level Leibniz asks: should passive force be con-
ceived as distinct from active force? Is its principle autonomous,
does it have any positivity, is it in any way assertive? The reply is
that only active force is strictly real, positive and affirmative. Pas-
sive force asserts nothing, expresses nothing but the imperfec-
tion of the finite. It is as though active force had taken up all that
is real, positive or perfect in finitude itself. Passive force has
no autonomy, but is the mere limitation of active force. There
would be no such force without the active force that it limits. It
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amounts to the inherent limitation of active force; and ultimately
to the limitation of an even deeper force, that is, of an essence
that asserts and expresses itself solely in active force as such.!”
Spinoza also sets out an initial thesis: the power of sufﬁ‘zrmg
and the power of acting are two powers which vary correlatwely,‘
while the capacity of being affected remains fixed; the power of
acting is dead or alive (Spinoza says: inhibited or helped) ac'cord-‘
ing to the obstacles or opportunities that it finds on. the side of
passive affections. But this thesis, if physically true, is not meta-
physically true. Already in Spinoza, at a deeper level, the po\ivcr
of suffering expresses nothing positive. In every passive affection

\| there is something imaginary which inhibits it from being real.
| We are passive and impassioned only by virtue of our imperfec-
|tion, in our imperfection itself. “For it is certain that the agent

acts through what he has, and that the patient? suffers through
what he does not have”; “Suffering,d when the agent and the
patient are different, is a palpable imperfection.”® We suffer
external things, distinct from ourselves; we thus oursie]ves havc-a
distinct force of passion and action. But our force of Sl‘lffel’ing is
simply the imperfection, the finitude, the limitation of our forc.e
of acting itself. Our force of suffering asserts nothing, because l.t
expresses nothing at all: it “involves™ only our impotence, that is
to say, the limitation of our power of action. Our power of suf-
I“e.rinjg is in fact our impotence, our servitude, that is to say, the
lowest degree of our power of acting: whence the title of Pa}'t F(.)ur
of the Fthics, “On Human Servitude.” The power of imagination
is indeed a power or virtue, says Spinoza, but would be all -the.
more so, did it depend on our nature, that is, were it active,
rather than amounting only to the finitude or imperfection of our
power of action, or, in short, our impotence.'” .
We still do not know how we may come to produce active
affections; and so we do not know our power of action. And yet
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we may already say that the power of action is the only real, pos-
itive and affirmative form of our capacity to be affected. As
llong as our capacity to be affected is exercised by passive affec-
tions, it is reduced to a minimum, and exhibits only our finitude
or limitation. It is as though a disjunction had appeared in the
finite mode’s existence: the negative falling on the side of pas-
sive affections, and the active affections expressing all that is pos-
itive in finite modes. Active affections are indeed the only ones
that really and positively exercise our capacity to be affected. The
power of action is, on its own, the same as the capacity to be
affected as a whole; the power of action by itself expresses es-
sence, and active affections, by themselves, assert essence. In
existing modes, essence is the same as power of action, and the
power of action the same as the capacity to be affected.

One finds in Spinoza a reconciliation of two fundamental prin-
ciples. In the physical view a capacity to be affected remains fixed
for a given essence, whether it be exercised by active affections
or passive ones; a mode is thus always as perfect as it can be. But
in the ethical view the power of being affected is fixed only
within general limits. While exercised by passive affections, it
is reduced to a minimum; we then remain imperfect and impo-
tent, cut off, in a way, from our essence or our degree of power,
cut off from what we can do. It is indeed true that an existing
mode is always as perfect as it can be: but this only relative to
the affections actually belonging to its essence. It is indeed true
that the passive affections we experience exercise our capacity
to be affected; but this, having reduced it to a minimum, having
cut us off from what we can do (our power of action). The expres-
sive changes of finite modes consist, then, not only in mechani-
cal changes in the affections it experiences, but also in dynamic
changes in the capacity to be affected, and in “metaphysical”

changes of their essence itself: while a mode exists, its very
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essence is open to variation, according to the affections that
belong to it at a given moment.??

Whence the importance of the ethical question. We do not even
know of what a body is capable, says Spinoza.”! That is: We do not
even know of what affections we are capable, nor the extent of our
power. How could we know this in advance? From the beginning
of our existence we are necessarily exercised by passive affections.
Finite modes are born in conditions such that they are cut off in
advance from their essence or their degree of power, cut off from
that of which they are capable, from their power of action. We
can know by reasoning that the power of action is the sole expres-
sion of our essence, the sole affirmation of our power of being
affected. But this knowledge remains abstract. We do not know
what this power is, nor how we may acquire or discover it. And
we will certainly never know this, if we do not concretely try to
become active. The FEthics closes with the following reminder:
most men only feel they exist when they are suffering something.
They can bear existence only as suffering things; “as soon as [the

ignorant man] ceases to be acted on, he ceases to be."?

Leibniz made a habit of characterizing Spinoza’s system by the
impotence in which its creatures found themselves: the theory
of modes was only a means of taking from creatures all their activ-
ity, dynamism, individuality, all their authentic reality. Modes
were only phantasms, phantoms, fantastic projections of a sin-
gle Substance. And Leibniz uses this characterization, presented
as a criterion, to interpret other philosophies, denouncing in
them either the first signs of an incipient Spinozism, or the
consequences of a hidden one: thus Descartes is the father of
Spinozism, through his belief in inert passive Extension; the
Occasionalists are involuntary Spinozists to the extent that they
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withdraw from things any action and any principle of action.
His criticism of a generalized Spinozism is skillful; but one can-
not be sure that Leibniz himself subscribed to it (for how then
could he have so admired Spinoza’s theory of action and pas-
sion in modes?).

What is clear, at any rate, is that everything in Spinoza’s work
contradicts such an interpretation. Spinoza constantly reminds us
that one cannot, without misrepresenting them, confuse modes
with things of reason or “aids to imagination.” When speaking
of modifications, he seeks specifically modal principles, whether
arguing from the unity of substance to the ontological unity of
modes differing in attribute, or arguing from the unity of sub-
stance to the systematic unity of the modes contained in one and
the same attribute. And above all, the very idea of the mode is
in no sense a way of taking from creatures any power of their own:
rather is it, according to Spinoza, the only way of showing how
things “participate” in God’s power, that is, how they are parts
of divine power, but singular parts, intensive quantities or irre-
ducible degrees. As Spinoza says, man’s power is a “part” of the
power or essence of God, but this only insofar as God’s essence
explicates itself through the essence of man.23

Leibniz and Spinoza do in fact have a common project. Their
philosophies constitute two aspects of a new “naturalism.” This
naturalism provides the true thrust of the Anticartesian reaction.
In a fine passage, Ferdinand Alquié has shown how Descartes
dominated the first half of the seventeenth century by succeeding
in the venture of a mathematical mechanical science, whose first
effect was to devaluate Nature by taking away from it any vir-
tuality or potentiality, any immanent power, any inherent l;cing.
Cartesian metaphysics completes the venture, because it seeks
Being outside Nature, in a subject which thinks it and a God who
creates it.”* With the Anticartesian reaction, on the other hand,
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it is a matter of re-establishing the claims of a Nature endowed
with forces or power. But a matter, also, of retaining the chief
discovery of Cartesian mechanism: every power is actual, in act;
the powers of Nature are no longer virtualities referred to occult
entities, to souls or minds through which they are realized.
Leibniz formulates the program perfectly: to counter Descartes
by restoring to Nature the force of action and passion, but this
without falling back into a pagan vision of the world, an idola-
try of Nature.?s Spinoza’s program is very similar (with this dif-
ference, that he does not rely on Christianity to save us from
idolatry). Spinoza and Leibniz take issue with Boyle as the rep-
resentative of self-satisfied mechanism. Did Boyle wish only to
teach us that everything happens in bodies through shape and
movement, that would be a meager lesson, being well known
since Descartes.26 Which, for a given body, are these shapes,
which these movements? Why such a shape, such a movement?
One thus sees that mechanism does not exclude the idea of a
nature or essence of each body, but rather requires it, as the suf-
ficient reason for a given shape or a given movement, or a given
proportion of movement and rest. The Anticartesian reaction is,
throughout, a search for sufficient reasons: a sufficient reason for
infinite perfection, a sufficient reason for clarity and distinctness,
and a sufficient reason, indeed, for mechanism itself.

The new program is realized by Leibniz on three different lev-
els. On the first everything happens in bodies mechanically,
through shape and movement. But these bodies are “aggregates,”
actually and infinitely composite, governed by laws. And move-
ment has no distinctive mark in a body at a given moment: nor
are its patterns discernable at particular moments. The move-
ments themselves presuppose forces of passion and action, with-
out which bodies would be no more distinguished than would
patterns of movement. Or, if you will, the mechanical laws them-
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selves presuppose an inner nature in the bodies they govern. For
these laws could not be “executed,” did they confer on bodies a
mere extrinsic determination, and were they imposed on them
independently of what they are: thus the working of a law can-
not be understood simply in terms of God’s will, as the Occa-
sionalists believed, but must also be understood in terms of the
body itself. Hence derivative forces must be attributed to the
aggregates as such: “the internal nature of things is no different
from the force of acting and suffering.”27 But nor does the deriv-
ative force, in its turn, contain its own reason: it is only momen-
tary, although it links that moment to earlier and later ones.
It must be referred to a law governing the series of moments,
which is a sort of primitive force or individual essence. These
essences, simple and active, are the source of the derivative forces
attributed to bodies. Indeed they amount to a genuine metaphys-
ics of Nature, which does not merely enter into physics, but cor-
responds to such physics itself.

Spinoza’s realization of the naturalist program is closely anal-
ogous. Mechanism governs infinitely composite existing bodies.
But this mechanism must in the first place be referred to a dyna-
mic theory of the capacity to be affected (the power of acting
and suffering); and in the last instance to the theory of the par-
ticular essences that express themselves in the variations of this
power of action and passion. In Spinoza as in Leibniz three levels
may be distinguished: mechanism, force and essence. So the real
opposition between the two philosophies should not be sought
in Leibniz’s very general criticism that Spinozism takes from
creatures all power and all activity. Leibniz, while linking them
to this pretext, himself reveals the true reasons for his opposition.
And these are in fact practical reasons, relating to the problem
of evil, to providence and to religion, relating to the practical
conception of the role of philosophy as a whole.
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These divergences certainly do, however, have a speculative
form. 1 believe what is essential, in this respect, concerns the role
of conatus in Spinoza and in Leibniz. According to Leibniz, conatus
has two senses: physically it designates a body’s tendency toward
movement; metaphysically, the tendency of an essence toward
existence. Spinoza could not share such a view. Modal essences
are not “possibles”; they lack nothing, are all that they are, even
if the corresponding modes do not exist. They thus involve no
tendency to come into existence. A conatus is indeed a mode’s
essence (or degree of power) once the mode has begun to exist. A
mode comes to exist when its extensive parts are extrinsically
determined to enter into the relation that characterizes the
mode: then, and only then, is its essence itself determined as a
conatus. Thus conatus is not in Spinoza the effort to persevere in
existence, once existence is granted. It designates existential
function of essence, that is, the affirmation of essence in a mode’s
existence. Nor then, when we consider an existing body, can
its conatus be a tendency toward movement. Simple bodies are
determined to movement from outside; they could not be so
determined were they not also capable of being determined to
rest. One constantly finds in Spinoza the ancient thesis accord-
ing to which movement would be nothing, were rest not some-
thing as well.28 A simple body’s conatus can only be the effort to
preserve the state to which it has been determined; and a com-
posite body’s conatus only the effort to preserve the relation of
movement and rest that defines it, that is, to maintain constantly

renewed parts in the relation that defines its existence. -

The dynamic characteristics of conatus are linked with its
mechanical ones. A composite body’s conatus is also the effort to
maintain the body’s ability to be affected in a great number of
ways.?? But, since passive affections exercise in their own way our
capacity of being affected, we make an effort to persevere in exist-
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ence, not only insofar as we may be supposed to have adequate
ideas and active feelings, but also insofar as we have inadequate
ideas and experience passions.® An existing mode’s conatus is thus
inseparable from the affections experienced by the mode each
moment. From this two consequences follow.

Any affection whatever is said to determine our conatus or
essence. Conatus, as determined by an affection or feeling we actu-
ally experience, is called “desire”; as such it is necessarily accom-
panied by consciousness.3! To the linkage of feelings with ideas,
we must add the further linkage of desires with feelings. As long
as our capacity to be affected remains exercised by passive affec-
tions, our conatus is determined by passions, or, as Spinoza puts
it, our desires themselves “are born” from passions. But, even in
this case, our power of action comes into play. For we must dis-
tinguish what determines us, and that to which we are deter-
mined. A given passive affection determines us to do this or that,
to think of this or that, and thereby to make an effort to preserve
our relation or maintain our power. Sometimes we make an effort
to ward off an affection we do not like, sometimes to hold on to
an affection we like, and this always with a desire that is all the
greater, the greater the affection itself.32 But “that to which” we
are thus determined is explained by our nature or essence, and
must be referred to our power of action. 3} Passive affections do, it
is true, testify to our impotence, and cut us off from that of which
we are capable; but it is also true that they involve some degree,
however low, of our power of action. If we are to some extent
cut off from that of which we are capable, this is because our
power of action is immobilized, fixated, determined to engage
itself in a passive affection. Our conatus is thus always identical |
with our power of acting itself. The variations of conatus as it is
determined by this or that affection are the dynamic variations
of our power of action.3* '
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What is the real difference between Leibniz and Spinoza, from
which all the practical oppositions follow? In Spinoza no less than
in Leibniz the idea of an expressive Nature forms the basis of a
new naturalism. In Spinoza no less than in Leibniz, expression in
Nature means that mechanism is superseded in two ways. Mech-
anism calls, on the one hand, for a dynamism of the capacity to
be affected, defined by the variations of a power of action and
passion; and, on the other, for the positing of singular essences
defined as degrees of power. But the two philosophies do not
at all proceed in the same way. If Leibniz recognizes in things
an inherent force of their own, he does so by making individ-
ual essences into so many substances. In Spinoza, on the other
hand, this is done by defining particular essences as modal, and
more generally, by making things themselves modes of a single
substance. But the distinction is far from clear. For in Leibniz
mechanism is in fact referred to something deeper through the
requirements of a finality that remains partly transcendent. If
essences are determined as substances, if they are inseparable
from the tendency to come into existence, that is because they
are caught in an order of finality as the context in which they
are chosen by God, or even just subject to such choice. And the
finality that thus presides over the constitution of the world is
found again in its details: derivative forces reflect an analogous
harmony, in virtue of which this world is the best, even down
to its parts themselves. And not only are there principles of
finality that govern substances and derivative forces, but there is
also an ultimate agreement between mechanism itself and final=
ity. Hence expressive Nature is in Leibniz a Nature whose dif-
ferent levels are hierarchically related, harmonized and, above
all, “symbolize one another” Expression is never divorced in
Leibniz from a symbolization whose principle is always finality

or ultimate agreement.

WHAT CAN A BODY DO?

In Spinoza mechanism is referred to something deeper, but
this through the requirements of an absolutely immanent pure
causality. Causality alone leads us to consider existence, and
causality is itself enough to resolve the question. From the view-
point of immanent causality, modes are but appearances devoid
of force and essence. Spinoza relies on such causality, properly
understood, to endow things with a force or power of tht‘i;
own, belonging to them precisely as modes. As opposed to that
of Leibniz, Spinoza’s dynamism and “essentialism™ deliberately
excludes all finality. Spinoza’s theory of conatus has no t.:tht:r
function than to present dynamism for what it is by stripping
it of any finalist significance. If Nature is expressive, it is not so
in the sense that its different levels symbolize one another; sign,
symbol and harmony are excluded from the true powers of
Nature. The complete modal triad may be presented thus: a modal
essence expresses itself in a characteristic relation; this relation
expresses a capacity to be affected; this capacity is exercised by
changing affections, just as the relation is effected by parts
which are renewed. Between these different levels of expression,
one finds no ultimate correspondence, no moral harmony. One
finds only the necessary concatenation of the various effects of
an immanent cause. So there is in Spinoza no metaphysics of
essences, no dynamic of forces, no mechanics of phenomena.
Everything in Nature is “physical™: a physics of intensive quan-
tity corresponding to modal essences; a physics of extensive
quantity, that is, a mechanism through which modes themselves
come into existence; a physics of force, that is, a dynamism
through which essence asserts itself in existence, espousing the
variations of the power of action. Attributes explicate them-
selves in existing modes; modal essences, themselves contained
in the attributes, are explicated in relations or powers; these
relations are effected by their parts, and these powers by the
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affections that explicate them in their turn. Expression in Nature
is never a final symbolization,© but always, and everywhere, a

causal explication.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The Three Orders and

the Problem of Evil

An attribute expresses itself in three ways: in its absolute nature
(its immediate infinite mode), as modified (its infinite mediate
mode) and in a certain and determinate way (a finite existing
mode).! Spinoza himself presents us with two infinite modes of
Extension: movement and rest, and the face of the whole uni-
verse.? What does he mean by this?

We know that relations of movement and rest must themselves
be considered in two ways: both as eternally expressing the
essences of modes, and as temporarily subsuming extensive parts.
From the first viewpoint movement and rest, in comprising all
relations, also contain all essences as they are in their attribute.
Thus Spinoza asserts in the Short Treatise that movement and rest
comprise the essences even of things that do not exist.’ More
plainly still, he argues that movement affects Extension before
the latter has any extrinsic modal parts. In order to allow that
there should indeed be movement in the “altogether infinite,”
it is enough to recall that there is never any movement on its own,
but only ever movement and rest together.* This recollection is
Platonic: the Neoplatonists often insisted on a simultaneous pres-
ence of movement and rest, without which movement would
itself be unthinkable in the whole.

238



THE THEORY OF FINITE MODES

From the second viewpoint, the various relations of move-
ment and rest group together changing infinite collections of
extensive parts. They thus determine the conditions for modes to
come into existence. Each relation that is actualized constitutes
the form of an existing individual. But there is no relation that
does not itself combine with some other to form, in a third rela-
tion, a further individual at a higher level. And this ad infinitum,
so that the universe as a whole is a single existing individual,
defined by the total proportion of movement and rest, compris-
ing all relations combined ad infinitum, the collection of all
collections under all relations. This individual is, by its form, the
“facies totius universi, which, although it varies in infinite ways,?

yet remains always the same.”

All relations combine ad infinitum to form this facies. But they
combine according to their own laws, laws comprised in the infi-
nite mediate mode. Which is to say that the relations do not just
combine in any way at all; any given relation cannot be combined
with just any other. Thus we saw how laws of composition were
also laws of decomposition; and when Spinoza says that the facies
remains the same while changing in infinite ways, he is alluding
not only to the composition of relations, but also to their destruc-
tion and decomposition. These decompositions do not however
(any more than compositions) affect the eternal truth of the rela-
tions involved. A relation is composed when it begins to subsume
its parts; it decomposes when it ceases to be realized in them.®
Decomposition, destruction amount then only to this: when two
relations do not directly combine, the parts subsumed in one
determine the parts of the other to enter (according to some law)
into some new relation that can be combined with the first.?
Thus we see that everything in the order of relations is, in a
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way, just composition. Everything in Nature is just composition.
When poison decomposes the blood, it does so simply accord-
ing to a law that determines the parts of the blood to enter into
a new relation that can be combined with that of the poison.
Decomposition is only the other side of composition. But the
question of why there should be this other side remains. Why
do the laws of composition also amount to laws of destruction?
The answer must be that existing bodies do not encounter one
another in the order in which their relations combine. There is a
combination of relations in any encounter, but the relations that
combine are not necessarily those of the bodies that meet. Rela-
tions combine according to laws; but existing bodies, being them-
selves composed of extensive parts, meet bit by bit. So parts of
one of the bodies may be determined to take on a new relation
imposed by some law while losing that relation through which
they belonged to the body.

If we consider the order of relations in itself, we see it purely
as an order of composition. If it determines destruction as well,
it does so because bodies meet in an order that is not that of their
relations. Whence the complexity of Spinoza’s notion of the
“Order of Nature.” We must in any existing mode distinguish
three things: its essence as a degree of power; the relation in
which it expresses itself; and the extensive parts subsumed in
this relation. To each of these orders there corresponds an order
of nature.

There is in the first place an order of essences, determined
by degrees of power. This order is one of total conformity: each
essence agrees with all others, all being comprised in the pro-
duction of each. They are eternal, and none could perish with-
out all the others perishing also. The order of relations, as an
order of composition according to laws, is very different. It deter-
mines the eternal conditions for modes to come into existence,
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and to continue to exist while the composition of their relation
is maintained. All relations are combined ad infinitum, but a given
relation cannot be combined with just any other. We must, in
the third place, consider the order of encounters. This is an
order of local and temporary partial agreement and disagree-
ment. Existing bodies meet in their extensive parts, bit by bit.
Two bodies that meet may have relations that combine directly
according to a law (may, that is, agree); but it may be the case, if
two relations cannot combine, that one of the bodies is so deter-
mined as to destroy the other’s relation (the bodies then disa-
gree). This order of encounters thus effectively determines the
moment when a mode comes into existence (when the condi-
tions set by the relevant law are fulfilled), the duration of its
existence, and the moment of its death or destruction. Spinoza
defines it as at once “the Common Order of Nature,” as the order
of “extrinsic determinations” and ‘“chance encounters,” and as
the order of passions.”

It is indeed a common order, since all modes are subject to
it. It is the order of passions and extrinsic determinations, since
it determines the affections we experience each moment, which
are produced by the external bodies we encounter. And Spinoza
can call it “fortuitous” (fortuitus occursus) without thereby intro-
ducing the least contingency. For the order of encounters is itself
perfectly determinate: its necessity is that of extensive parts and
their external determination ad infinitum. But it is fortuitous in
relation to the order of relations; the laws of composition no
more themselves determine which bodies meet, and how, than
essences determine the laws by which their relations are com-
bined. The existence of this third order poses all sorts of prob-
lems in Spinoza. For, taken as a whole, it coincides with the order
of relations. If one considers the infinite sum of encounters over
the infinite duration of the universe, each involves a composi-
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tion of relations, and all relations are combined, together with
all encounters. But the two orders in no way coincide in their
detail: if we consider a body with a definite given relation, it must
necessarily encounter bodies whose relation cannot combine
with its own, and will always eventually meet one whose rela-
tion destroys its own. Thus there is no death that is not brutal,
violent and fortuitous; but this precisely because each is altogether
necessary within the order of encounters.

Two sorts of “encounters” must be distinguished. The first sort
occurs when I meet a body whose relation combines with my
own. (This itself may happen in various ways: sometimes the body
encountered has a relation that naturally combines with one of
my component relations, and may thus contribute to the main-
tenance of my overall relation; sometimes the relations of two
bodies may agree so well that they form a third relation within
which the two bodies are preserved and prosper.) Whatever the
case, a body whose relation is preserved along with my own is
said to “agree with my nature,” to be “good,” that is, “useful,”
to me.® It produces in me an affection that is itself good, which
itself agrees with my nature. The affection is passive because it
is explained by the external body, and the idea of the affection
is a passion, a passive feeling. But it is a feeling of joy, since it is
produced by the idea of an object that is good for me, or agrees
with my nature.? But when Spinoza sets out to define this joyful
passion “formally,” he does so by saying that it increases or aids
our power of action, is our power of acting itself as increased or
aided by an external cause.!” (And we know what is good only
insofar as we perceive something to affect us with joy.'!)

What does Spinoza mean by this? He has certainly not for-
gotten that our passions, of whatever kind, are always the mark

239



THE THEORY OF FINITE MODES

of our impotence: they are explained not by our own essence
or power, but by the power of some external thing; they thus
involve some impotence on our part.'2 All passion cuts us off from
our power of action; as long as our capacity to be affected is
exercised by passions, we are cut off from that of which we are
capable. Thus Spinoza says that joyful passions are passions only
insofar as “a man’s power of acting is not increased to the point
where he conceives himself and his actions adequately.”"3 That
is to say, our power of action is not yet increased to the point
that we are active. We are still impotent, still cut off from our
power of action.

But our impotence is only the limitation of our essence and
power of action itself. In involving our impotence, our passive
feelings involve some degree, however low, of our power of action.
Indeed any feeling at all determines our essence or conatus. It thus
determines us to desire, that is, to imagine, and to do, something
that flows from our nature. When the feeling affecting us itself
agrees with our nature, our power of action is then necessarily
increased or aided. For the joy is added to the desire that fol-
lows from it, so that the external thing’s power encourages and
increases our own.!* Conatus, being our effort to persevere in
existence, is always a quest for what is useful or good for us; it
always involves some degree of our power of action, with which
indeed it may be identified: this power is thus increased when
our conatus is determined by an affection that is good or useful
to us. We do not cease to be passive, to be cut off from our power
of action, but we tend to become less cut off, we come nearer
to this power. Our passive joy is and must remain a passion: it is
not “explained” by our power of action, but it “involves” a higher
degree of this power.

Insofar as the feeling of joy increases our power of action, it
determines us to desire, imagine, do, all we can in order to pre-

240

THE THREE ORDERS AND THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

serve this joy itself and the object that procures it for us.!s Love
is in this manner linked with joy, and other passions with love,
so that our capacity to be affected is completely exercised. Thus,
if we consider such a succession of joyful affections, following
one from another, beginning with an initial feeling of joy, we see
that our capacity to be affected is exercised in such a way that
our power of action continually increases. 6 But it never increases
enough for us to come into its real possession, for us to become
active, to become the adequate cause of the affections that exer-
cise our capacity to be affected.

Let us now pass on to the second kind of encounter. | meet a
body whose relation cannot be combined with my own. The
body does not agree with my nature, is contrary to it, bad or
harmful. It produces in me a passive affection which is itself bad
or contrary to my nature.'” The idea of such an affection is a feel-
ing of sadness, a sad passion corresponding to a reduction of my
power of action. And we know what is bad only insofar as we per-
ceive something to affect us with sadness. It might, however, be
objected that various cases should be distinguished. Everything
in such an encounter seems to depend on the respective essences
or powers of the bodies that meet one another. If my body has
essentially a greater degree of power, it will destroy the other,
decompose its relation. And the reverse will be the case if it has
a lesser degree of power. The two cases do not seem to corre-
spond to a single pattern.

But this objection is in fact abstract, for we cannot when
considering existence take any account of degrees of power con-
sidered absolutely. If we consider essences or degrees of power
in themselves, we know that none can destroy any other, that
all agree. When, on the other hand, we consider conflicts and
incompatibilities between existing modes, we have to bring in
all sorts of concrete factors, which prevent us from saying that
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the mode with stronger essence or degree of power will definitely
triumph. Indeed, existing bodies that meet one another are not
only defined by their overall relations: meeting in their various
parts, bit by bit, it is necessarily some of their partial or compo-
nent relations that meet first. A body less strong than my own
may be stronger than one of my components, and may thereby
be enough to destroy me, should the component in question be
a vital one.

Thus Spinoza reminds us that the contest between modes,
according to their degree of power, is not to be understood as
relating to these degrees of power themselves: there is no con-
test between essences as such.!8 But conversely, when Spinoza
shows that there are always bodies more powerful than my own
in existence which can destroy me, one need not necessarily
think that such bodies have an essence whose degree of power is
greater than my own, or a greater perfection. A body can be
destroyed by another of less perfect essence if the conditions of
their encounter (that is, the partial relation within which it takes
place) favor such destruction. In order to know in advance the
result of a contest, one would have to know under which rela-
tion the two bodies were to meet, under which relation the two
incompatible relations were to confront one another. One would
need an infinite knowledge of Nature, which we do not have. At
any rate, a feeling of sadness, if only a partial one, always comes
into any encounter | have with a body that does not agree with
my nature, this from the fact that the body always injures me in

one of my partial relations. This feeling of sadness is, furthermore, =

our only way of knowing that the other body does not agree with
our nature.'® Whether or not we will triumph changes nothing,
for we do not know this in advance. We triumph if we manage
to ward off this feeling of sadness, to destroy, then, the body that
so affects us. We are defeated if sadness takes us over more and
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more, in all our component relations, this marking the destruc-
tion of our overall relation.

But how, beginning with the first feeling of sadness, is our
capacity to be affected exercised? Sadness, no less than joy, deter-
mines our conatus or essence. That is, out of sadness is born a
desire, which is hate. This desire is linked with other desires,
other passions: antipathy, derision, contempt, envy, anger and so
on. But here again, as determining our essence or conatus, sad-
ness involves something of our power of action. As determined
by sadness, conatus is still the quest for what is useful or good
for us: we endeavor to triumph, that is, to act so as to make the
parts of the body that affects us with sadness take on a new rela-
tion that may be reconciled with our own. We are thus deter-
mined to do everything to ward off sadness and destroy the object
that is its cause.?” And yet our power of action is said in this case
to be “diminished.” For the feeling of sadness is not added to the
desire that follows from it: rather is the desire inhibited by this
feeling, so that the external thing’s power is subtracted from our
own.2! Thus affections rooted in sadness are linked one to another
in exercising our capacity to be affected, and this in such a way
that our power of action is further and further diminished, tend-
ing toward its lowest degree.

We have proceeded thus far as though two chains? of affec-
tions, joyful and sad, corresponded to the two sorts of encoun-
ter, good and bad. But this is still an abstract view. If one takes
account of the concrete factors of existence, one sees a constant
interplay between the two chains: extrinsic relationse are so
arranged that an object can always be a cause of sadness or joy
accidentally.?? We may both love and hate the same object, not
only by virtue of these relations, but also by virtue of the com-
plexity of the relations of which we are ourselves intrinsically
composed.?? A joyful chain may always, furthermore, be inter-
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rupted by destruction, or even simply by the sadness of the loved
object itself. A sad chain, conversely, may be interrupted by the
sadness or destruction of the thing hated: “He who imagines that
what he hates is destroyed will rejoice,” “He who imagines what
he hates to be affected with sadness will rejoice* We are always
determined to seek the destruction of an object that makes us
sad; but to destroy it is to give the parts of the object a new rela-
tion that agrees with our own; we then experience a joy which
increases our power of action. And with the two sequences thus
in constant interaction, our power of action never ceases to vary.
We must also take account of other concrete factors. For the
first sort of encounter, good encounters with bodies whose rela-
tion combines directly with our own, remains altogether hypo-
thetical. The question is, once we exist is there any chance of us
naturally having good encounters, and experiencing the joyful affections
that follow from them? The chances are in fact slight enough. In
speaking of existence, we must not consider essences or degrees
of power absolutely; nor must we consider abstractly the rela-
tions in which these express themselves. For an existing mode
always exists as already affected by objects in partial and partic-
ular relations; it exists as determined to this or that. There has
always been some accommodation of partial relations between
it and external things, such that the mode’s characteristic rela-
tion can barely be grasped, or is singularly deformed. Thus man
should in principle agree perfectly with man. But in reality men
agree very little in their natures, one with another; this because
they are determined to such a degree by their passions, by objects
which affect them in various ways, that they do not naturally
meet in relations that can in principle be combined.?> “Because
they are subject to feelings which far surpass human power or vir-
tue, they are often drawn in different directions and are contrary
to one another."26 Indeed a man may be drawn so far as to be in
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some sense contrary to himself: his partial relations may be sub-
ject to such accommodations, be so far transformed under the
action of imperceptible external causes, that he “takes on another
nature, contrary to the former,” another nature that determines
him to suppress the first.?7

There is, then, very little chance of our naturally having good
encounters. We seem to be determined to much contest, much
hatred, and to the experience of only partial or indirect joys
which do not sufficiently disrupt the chain of our sorrows and
hatreds. Partial joys are “titillations™f which only increase our
power of action at one point by reducing it everywhere else.2®
Indirect joys are those we experience in seeing a hated object
sad or destroyed; but such joys remain imprisoned in sadness.
Hate is in fact a sadness, itsi"ﬁnyolving the sadness from which
it derives; the joys of hatred mask this sadness and inhibit it, but
can never eliminate it.2? We now seem farther than ever from
coming into possession of our power of action: our capacity to
be affected is exercised not only by passive affections, but, above
all, by sad passions, involving an ever lower degree of the power
of action. This is hardly surprising, as Nature is not constructed
for our convenience, but in a “common order” to which man,
as a part of Nature, is subject.

We have however made some progress, albeit abstract. We
started from a primary Spinozist principle, the opposition of
passions and actions, of passive affections and active affections.
This principle itself presented two aspects. In the first it was a
matter, almost, of real opposition: active and passive affections,
and so the power of action and the power of suffering, varied
inversely within a fixed capacity of being affected. But on a
deeper level the real opposition was simply a negation: passive
atfections reflected only the limitations of our essence, involved
our impotence, did not relate to the mind except insofar as it
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itself involved a negation. In this aspect only active affections
could effectively or positively exercise our capacity to be af-
fected; the power of action was thus identical to this capacity
itself: as for passive affections, they cut us off from that of which
we were capable.

Passive affections were opposed to active ones because they
were not explained by our power of action. Yet, involving the lim-
itations of our essence, they in some sense involved the lowest
degree of that power. They are in their own way our power of
action, but this in a state of involvement, unexpressed, unex-
plained. In their own way they exercise our capacity to be af-
fected, but do so by reducing it to a minimum: the more passive
we are, the less we are capable of being affected in a great num-
ber of ways. If passive affections cut us off from that of which
we are capable, this is because our power of action is reduced to
attaching itself to their traces, either in the attempt to preserve
them if they are joyful, or to ward them off if they are sad. As
involving a reduced power of action, they sometimes increase it,
sometimes reduce it. The increase may proceed indefinitely, but
we will never come into full possessiong of our power of action
until we have active affections. But the opposition of actions
and passions should not conceal the other opposition that con-
stitutes the second principle of Spinozism: that of joyful passive
affections and sad passive affections. One increases our power, the
other diminishes it. We come closer to our power of action inso-
far as we are affected by joy. The ethical question falls then, in
Spinoza, into two parts: How can we come to produce active affec;
tions? But first of all: How can we come to experience a maximum

of joyful passions?

What is evil? There are no evils save the reduction of our power
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of action and the decomposition of a relation. And the reduction
of our power of action is only an evil because it threatens and
diminishes the relation that is our composition. So we are left
with the following definition of evil: it is the destruction, the
decomposition, of the relation that characterizes a mode. Hence
evil can only be spoken of from the particular viewpoint of an
existing mode: there is no Good or Evil in Nature in general, but
there is goodness and badness, useful and harmful, for each existing
mode. Evil is what is bad from the viewpoint of this or that mode.
Being ourselves men, we judge evil from our viewpoint; and
Spinoza often reminds us that he is speaking of good and bad only
in relation to human ends. We hardly think, for example, of
speaking of an evil when we destroy the relation in which some
animal exists in order to nourish ourselves. But we do speak of
“evil” in two cases: when our body is destroyed, our relation
decomposed, under the action of some other thing; or when we
ourselves destroy a being like ourselves, that is, a being whose
resemblance to us is enough to make us think it agreed with us
in principle, and that its relation was in principle compatible
with our own.3?

Evil being thus defined from our viewpoint, we see that the
same applies from all other points of view: evil is always a bad
encounter, evil is always the decomposition of a relation. The typ-
ical case of such decomposition is the action of a poison on our
body. The evil suffered by a man is always, according to Spinoza,
of the same kind as indigestion, intoxication or poisoning. And evil
done to a man by some thing, or by another man, always oper-
ates like a poison, like a toxic or indigestible matter. Spinoza
insists on this, in interpreting the celebrated case of Adam’s eat-
ing of the forbidden fruit. We should not think, says Spinoza, that
God forbade Adam anything. He simply revealed to him that such
a fruit was capable of destroying his body and decomposing his
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relation: “just as he reveals also to us through our natural under-
standingh that poison is deadly to us.”3! Spinoza’s theory of evil
would have remained obscure had not one of his correspondents,
Blyenbergh, led him to clarify his position. Not that Blyenbergh
himself avoids misunderstandings — misunderstandings that so try
Spinoza’s patience that he eventually gives up the attempt to dis-
pel them. But on one essential point Blyenbergh well understands
Spinoza’s thought: “You avoid the things I call vice...as we avoid
eating food that our nature finds disgusting.”3? Evil as a bad
encounter, evil as poisoning, constitutes the basis of Spinoza’s theory.
So if it be asked what evil amounts to in the order of relations,
one has to reply that evil is nothing. For there is nothing, in the
order of relations, but composition. It cannot be said that the
combining of some relations or others is an evil: any combina-
tion of relations is good from the viewpoint of the relations com-
bined, that is, simply from the positive viewpoint. When a poison
decomposes my body, it is because a natural law determines the
parts of my body in contact with the poison to take on a new
relation which combines with that of the toxic body. Nothing
in this is evil from Nature's viewpoint. To the extent that the poi-
son is determined by a law to have an effect, that effect is not an
evil, since it consists of a relation which itself combines with that
of the poison. Similarly, when I destroy a body, even one similar
to my own, this is because in the relation and in the circumstances
in which I encounter it, it doesn’t agree with my nature: so I am
determined to do everything in my power to impose on the parts
of that body a new relation in which they will agree with me.«
Thus the wicked man, like the virtuous one, seeks what is use-
ful or good to him (if there is some difference between them it
does not lie here). Whence Blyenbergh’s first misunderstanding
consists in believing that, according to Spinoza, the wicked man
is determined to do evil. We are, it is true, always determined;
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our conatus is itself determined by the affections we experience.
But we are never determined to do evil; we are determined to
seek what is good for us in our encounters, in the circumstances
in which those encounters take place. To the extent that we are
determined to produce an effect, the effect is necessarily com-
bined with its cause, and contains nothing that could be called
“evil.”33 In short, evil is nothing because it expresses no compo-
sition of relations, no law of composition. In any encounter,
whether I destroy or be destroyed, there takes place a combin-
ing of relations that is, as such, good. Thus if one considers the
order of encounters as a whole, one may say it coincides with
the order of relations as a whole. And one may say that evil is
nothing in the order of relations themselves.

If we then ask what evil amounts to in the order of essences,
here again it is nothing. Consider our death or destruction: our
relation is decomposed, ceases, that is, to subsume its extensive
parts. But these extensive parts are in no way constituents of our
essence; our essence itself, having its full reality in itself, has never
presented the least tendency to come into existence. Once we
exist, of course, our essence is a conatus, an attempt to persevere
in existence. But this conatus is only the state such an essence is
determined to take on in existence, insofar as the essence deter-
mines neither existence itself, nor the duration of existence. And
50, being the attempt to persevere in existence indefinitely, the
conatus involves no definite period: the essence is not more or
less perfect accordingly as the mode succeeds in persevering for
a longer or shorter period in existence.’* Lacking nothing while
the mode does not yet exist, the essence is deprived of nothing
when it ceases to exist.

Consider, on the other hand, the evil we do when we destroy
another body similar to our own. Take the action of beating (that
is, lifting the arm, clenching the fist and moving the arm up
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and down): one can see that it expresses something of an essence
insofar as the human body can do it while maintaining its char-
acteristic relation. In this sense the action “is a virtue, which is
conceived from the structure of the human body.”35 Then, if the
action is aggressive, threatening or destroying the relation that
defines another body, that is indeed the mark of an encounter
between two bodies whose relations are incompatible in this
respect, but expresses no essence. One says that my intention
itself was wicked. But the wickedness of the intention lies solely in the
fact that I join the image of such an action to the image of a body
whose relation is destroyed by such an action.’¢ There is “evil” only to
the extent that the action has as its object something or someone
whose relation does not combine with that on which the action
depends. This case is once again analogous to that of a poison.
The difference between two famous matricides, Nero killing
Agrippina, and Orestes killing Clytemnestra, may serve to en-
lighten us. Orestes is not considered guilty because Clytemnestra,
having begun by killing Agamemnon, put herself in a relation that
could no longer be combined with that of Orestes. Nero is con-
sidered guilty because he had to be wicked to view Agrippina in
a relation absolutely incompatible with his own, and to link the
image of Agrippina to the image of an action that would destroy
her. But nothing in all this expresses an essence.’? All that we
see is the encounter of two bodies in incompatible relations, the
connection of the image of an act with the image of a body whose
relation is incompatible with that of the act. The same act could
be a virtue, had it for its object something whose relation com»
bined with its own (thus there are greetings that look like beat-
ings). Whence Blyenbergh’s second misunderstanding: he thinks
that according to Spinoza an evil becomes a good, a crime a vir-
tue, to the extent that it expresses an essence, be it even Nero's.
And Spinoza only partly disabuses him. This not just because
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he is impatient with Blyenbergh’s blundering, even insolent,
demands, but above all because an “amoralist” thesis such as
Spinoza’s can make itself understood only by means of a certain
amount of provocation.?s In fact a crime expresses nothing of
essence, expresses no essence, not even Nero's.

Evil thus appears only in the third order of Nature, that of
encounters. [t corresponds only to the fact that the relations com-
bined when two bodies meet are not always those of the bodies
themselves. We have seen, moreover, that evil amounts to noth-
ing in the order of encounters taken as a whole. Again, it is
nothing in the limiting case in which a relation is decomposed,
since such destruction affects neither the reality of the essence
in itself, nor the eternal truth of the relation. There remains,
then, but one case in which evil seems to amount to something.
While it exists, and according to the encounters it experiences,
a given existing mode goes through changes corresponding to var-
iations in its power of action; but, when its power of action
diminishes, the existing mode passes from greater to lesser perfec-
tion.? Does not evil reside in this “passage to a lesser perfection”?
As Blyenbergh says, there must be some evil when one is deprived
of a better condition.* Spinoza’s famous reply is that there is no
privation in the passage to a lesser perfection: privation is only a
negation. Evil is nothing even in this last order. A man becomes
blind; a man previously inspired by a desire for good is overcome
by a sensual appetite. We have no reason to say that he is deprived
of a better state, since that state no more belongs to his nature
at the moment in question than to those of a stone or the devil 4!

This reply clearly presents certain problems. Blyenbergh
fiercely criticizes Spinoza for having confused two very differ-
ent sorts of comparison: comparisons between things that do not
share the same nature, and comparisons between different states
of one and the same thing. It does not, true enough, belong to a
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stone’s nature to see, but sight does belong to man’s nature. Thus
his main objection is that Spinoza attributes to a thing’s essence
an instantaneous character foreign to it; “on your view nothing
else pertains to an essence than what it has at that moment when
it is perceived™2 If this be the case then any transition forward
or backward in time becomes unintelligible.

Blyenbergh argues as though Spinoza had said that a being is
always as perfect as it can be, given the essence it has at any given
moment. Here, then, is his third misunderstanding. For Spinoza
says something completely different: A being is always as perfect
as it can be, given the affections that, at any particular moment,
belong to its essence. Blyenbergh is clearly confusing “belonging
to its essence” and “constituting its essence” At each moment
the affections | am experiencing belong to my essence, in that
they exercise my capacity of being affected. While a mode exists
its essence is as perfect as it can be, given the affections that, at
any particular moment, are exercising its capacity to be affected.
If some given affections are exercising my capacity at some par-
ticular moment, then it cannot at the same time be exercised by
any other affections: there is an incompatibility, exclusion, nega-
tion, but no privation. Let us return to the example of the blind
man. Either one imagines a blind man who still has luminous sen-
sations, but is blind in the sense that he can no longer act accord-
ing to these sensations, and what luminous sensations remain to
him are altogether passive. In such a case only the relative pro-
portion of active and passive affections will have changed, his
capacity to be affected remaining constant. Or one imagines-=a
blind man who has lost all luminous affections. In that case his
capacity to be affected has indeed been reduced. But the same
conclusion follows: any existing mode is as perfect as it can be,
given the affections that exercise its capacity to be affected and
cause it to vary within the limits compatible with existence. In
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short, there is in Spinoza no contradiction between the “neces-
sitarian” view according to which the capacity to be affected is
at each moment necessarily exercised, and the “ethical” view
according to which it is exercised at each moment in such a way
that the power of action increases or diminishes, our capacity
itself varying with it. As Spinoza says, there is nowhere any pri-
vation, but there are nonetheless passages between greater and
lesser perfections.*3

Evil is not anything in any sense. To be is to express oneself, to
express something else or to be expressed. Evil is nothing, being in
no way expressive. Above all, it expresses nothing. It expresses
no law of composition, no composition of relations; it expresses
no essence; it expresses no privation of some better state of exist-
ence. To evaluate the originality of this position, one must oppose
it to other ways of denying evil. One may call “rationalist moral-
ism” (optimism) a tradition that has its sources in Plato, and its
fullest development in the philosophy of Leibniz; Evil is noth-
ing because only Being is, or rather because Being, superior to
existence, determines all that is. The Good, or the Better, make
things be. Spinoza’s position has nothing to do with this tradition:
it amounts to rationalist *amoralism.” For according to Spinoza,
Good has no more sense than Evil: in Nature there is neither
Good nor Evil. Spinoza constantly reminds us of this: “If men
were born free, they would form no concept of good and evil so
long as they remained free.”* The question of Spinoza’s atheism
is singularly lacking in interest insofar as it depends on arbitrary
definitions of theism and atheism. The question can only be
posed in relation to what most people call “God” from a reli-
gious viewpoint: a God, that is to say, inseparable from a ratio
boni, proceeding by the moral law, acting as a judge.*5 Spinoza is
clearly an atheist in this sense: the moral pseudo-law is simply the
measure of our misunderstanding of natural laws; the idea of
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rewards and punishments reflects only our ignorance of the true
relation between an act and its consequences; Good and Evil are
inadequate ideas, and we form conceptions of them only to the
extent that our ideas are inadequate.*®

But because there is no Good or Evil, this does not mean that
all distinctions vanish. There is no Good or Evil in Nature, but
there are good and bad things for each existing mode. The moral
opposition of Good and Evil disappears, but this disappearance
does not make all things, or all beings, equal. As Nietzsche puts
it, *“ ‘Beyond Good and Evil’...at least this does not mean ‘Beyond
Good and Bad.'”7 There are increases in our power of action,
reductions in our power of action. The distinction between good
things and bad provides the basis for a real ethical difference,
which we must substitute for a false moral opposition.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Ethical Vision of the World

When Spinoza says that we do not even know what a body can
do, this is practically a war cry. He adds that we speak of con-
sciousness, mind, soul, of the power of the soul over the body;
we chatter away about these things, but do not even know what
bodies can do.! Moral chattering replaces true philosophy.

This declaration is important in several respects. As long as
we speak of a power of the soul over the body we are not really
thinking of a capacity or power. What we really mean is that the
soul, from its own eminent nature and special finality, has higher
“duties”: it must command the body’s obedience, according to
the laws to which it is itself subject. As for the body’s power, this
is either a power of execution, or the power to lead the soul
astray, and entice it from its duties. In all this we are thinking
morally. The moral view of the world appears in a principle that
dominates most theories of the union of soul and body: when one
of these acts, the other suffers. This is, in particular, the princi-
ple of real action in Descartes: the body suffers when the soul
acts, and the soul in its turn suffers when the body acts.? And,
while denying real action, Descartes’s successors do not relin-
quish the idea behind this principle: preestablished harmony, for

wis

example, preserves an “ideal action” between soul and body,
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according to which one always suffers when the other acts.’ From
such viewpoints we have no means of comparing the powers of
soul and body; and having no way of comparing them we are quite
unable to assess either of them.*

If parallelism is a novel doctrine, this is not because it denies
a real action of soul on body. It is because it overturns the moral
principle by which the actions of one are the passions of the
other. “The order of actions and passions of our body is, by
nature, at one with the order of actions and passions of the
mind.”> What is a passion in the mind is also a passion in the body,
what is an action in the mind is also an action in the body. Paral-
lelism thus excludes any eminence of the soul, any spiritual and
moral finality, any transcendence of a God who might base one
series on the other. And parallelism is in this respect practically
opposed not only to the doctrine of real action, but to the theo-
ries of preestablished harmony and occasionalism also. We ask
“Of what is a body capable? Of what affections, passive as well
as active? How far does its power extend?” Thereby, and thereby
only, can we know of what a soul is in itself capable, what is its
power. Thereby we find a means of “comparing” the power of
the soul with that of the body, and so find a means of assessing
the power of the soul considered in itself.

To reach an assessment of the power of the soul in itself, one
must pass through a comparison of powers: “To determine what
is the difference between the human mind and the others, and
how it surpasses them, it is necessary for us, as we have said, to
know the nature of its object, i.e., of the human body.... Isay
in general, that in proportion as a body is more capable than oth-
ers of doing many things at once, or being acted on in many ways
at once, so its mind is more capable than others of perceiving
many things at once. And in proportion as the actions of a body
depend more on itself alone, and as other bodies concur with it
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less in acting, so its mind is more capable of understanding dis-
tinctly.”® In order to really think in terms of power, one must con-
sider the matter in relation to the body, one must in the first
place free the body from that relation of inverse proportionality
which makes all comparison of powers impossible, and thereby
also makes impossible any assessment of the power of the soul
considered in itself. The question, “What can a body do?”” must
be taken as a model. The model implies no devaluation of Thought
relative to Extension, but merely a devaluation of consciousness rela-
tive to thought. One recalls Plato saying that materialists, if at all
intelligent, should speak of power rather than of bodies. But it
is true, conversely, that intelligent dynamists must first speak of
bodies, in order to “think” power. The theory of power accord-
ing to which actions and passions of the body accompany actions
and passions of the soul amounts to an ethical vision of the world.
The substitution of ethics for morality is a consequence of par-
allelism, and shows its true significance.

The question of what a body can do makes sense taken alone,
since it implies a new conception of the embodied individual,
of species, and of genera. As we will see, its biological signifi-
cance should not be neglected. But taken as a model, its primary
significance is juridical and ethical. All a body can do (its power)
is also its “natural right.” If we manage to pose the problem of
rights at the level of bodies, we thereby transform the whole phi-
losophy of rights in relation to souls themselves. Everyone seeks,
soul and body, what is useful or good for them. If someone hap-
pens to encounter a body that can combine with his own in a
favorable relation, he tries to unite with it. When someone
encounters a body whose relation is incompatible with his own,

a body that affects him with sadness, he does all in his power to
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ward off the sadness or destroy the body, that is, to impose on
the parts of that body some new relation that accords with his
own nature. Thus affections at each moment determine conatus,
but conatus is at each moment a seeking of what is useful in terms
of the affections that determine it. Whence a body always goes as
far as it can, in passion as in action; and what it can do is its right.
The theory of natural rights implies a double identification of
power with its exercise, and of such an exercise of power with a
right. “The rights of an individual extend to the utmost limits
of his power as it has been conditioned.”” This is the very mean-
ing of the word law: the law of nature is never a rule of duty, but
the norm of a power, the unity of right, power and its exercise.®
There is in this respect no difference between wise man and fool,
reasonable and demented men, strong man and weak. They do
of course differ in the kind of affections that determine their
effort to persevere in existence. But each tries equally to preserve
himself, and has as much right as he has power, given the affec-
tions that actually exercise his capacity to be affected. The fool
is himself a part of Nature, and in no way disturbs its order.”?
This conception of natural right is inherited directly from
Hobbes. (The question of the fundamental differences between
Spinoza and Hobbes arises on another level.) What Spinoza owes
to Hobbes is a conception of natural right thoroughly opposed
to the classic theory of natural law.» If we take as our guide Cic-
ero, who combines within him Platonic, Aristotelian and Stoic
traditions, we see that the natural law of Antiquity presents var-

ious characteristics: 1. It defines a being’s n;tur(.:,by its perfec;

and sociable). 2. It follows that the state of nature is not, for man,
a state preceding society, even in principle, but rather a life in
conformity with nature in a “good” civil society. 3. What is then

primary and unconditional in such a state are “duties”; for natu-
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ral powers are only potential, and always require an act of rea-
son to determine and realize them in relation to ends they are
to serve. 4. This itself grounds the authority of the wise man; for
the wise man is the best judge of the order of ends, of duties that
follow from it, and of the offices and actions that it falls to each
to exercise and carry out. One can foresee the use Christianity
would make of this conception of natural law: law would become
inseparable from natural theology and even Revelation. 10

It belongs to Hobbes to have brought forward four basic the-
ses to set against those just cited. These novel theses transform
the philosophical problem of right precisely by taking the body as
their mechanical and dynamical model. Spinoza adopts these the-
ses, integrating them within his own system where they are seen
in a new light. 1. The law of nature is no longer referred to a final
perfection but to an initial desire, to the strongest “appetite”;
detached from the order of ends, it is deduced from appetite as
its efficient cause. 2. Reason, from this viewpoint, enjoys no priv-
ilege: the fool tries no less than a reasonable being to persevere
in his being; and desires or actions born of reason exemplify this
effort no more than do the desires or passions of the fool. What
is more, nobody is born reasonable. Reason may perhaps apply and
preserve the law of nature, but is in no sense its principle or
motive force. Similarly, nobody is born a citizen."" The civil state
may preserve the law of nature, but the state of nature is in itself
presocial, precivil. Further still, nobody is born religious: “The
state of nature is, both in nature and in time, prior to religion.
No one knows by nature that he owes any obedience to God...."2
3. What then is primary and unconditional is power or right.
“Duties,” of whatever sort, are always secondary relative to the
affirmation of our power, to the exercise of our power, the pres-
ervation of our right. And power is no longer referred to an act
that determines and realizes it in relation to an order of ends.
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My power is itself actual, because the affections that I experience
each moment, whatever these may be, have full right to deter-
mine and exercise it. 4. It follows that nobody has the authority
to decide my rights. Everyone in the state of nature, whether wise
man or fool, judges what is good or bad, and what is necessary
to his preservation. Whence natural right is not opposed “to
strifes, hatred, anger, treachery, or, in general, anything that appe-
tite suggests.”3 And if it comes about that we are led to renounce
our natural right, this will not happen through the recognition
of the wise man’s authority, but through our own consent to this
renunciation, from fear of a greater evil or hope of a greater good.
The principle of consent (pact or contract) becomes the princi-
ple of political philosophy, and replaces the rule of authority.

Thus defined, the state of nature itself shows us what makes
it intolerable. The state of nature is not viable, as long as the nat-
ural right corresponding to it remains theoretical and abstract.!*
In the state of nature I live at the mercy of encounters. It is true
enough that my power is determined by the affections that each
moment exercise my capacity to be affected, true enough that 1
always have all the perfection of which I am capable, given those
affections. But in the state of nature my capacity to be affected
is exercised in such conditions that not only do I experience pas-
sive affections which cut me off from my power of action; these
passive affections are, moreover, predominantly sad, and contin-
ually reduce this power itself. There is no chance of my encoun-
tering bodies that combine directly with my own. It would be
all very well to prevail in various encounters with bodies oppdsed
to me; but such triumphs, such joys of hate, would not elimi-
nate the sadness involved in hatred; and, above all, I could never
be sure winning the next encounter, and would thus be affected
by a perpetual fear.

There could be only one way of making the state of nature

260

THE ETHICAL VISION OF THE WORLD

viable: by striving to organize its encounters. Whatever body I meet,
I seek what is useful. But there is a great difference between seek-
ing what is useful through chance (that is, striving to destroy bod-
ies incompatible with our own) and seeking to organize what is
useful (striving to encounter bodies agreeing in nature with us,
in relations in which they agree). Only the second type of effort
defines proper or true utility.'> This endeavor does of course have
its limits: we will still be determined to destroy certain bodies,
if only in order to subsist; we cannot avoid all bad encounters,
we cannot avoid death. But we can strive to unite with what
agrees with our nature, to combine our relation with those that
are compatible with it, to associate our acts and thoughts with
the images of things that agree with us. From such an effort we
have a right, by definition, to expect a maximum of joyful affec-
tions. Our capacity to be affected will be exercised in such con-
ditions that our power of action will increase. And if it be asked
what is most useful to us, this will be seen to be man. For man
in principle agrees in nature with man; man is absolutely or truly
useful to man. Everyone, then, in seeking what is truly useful to
him, also seeks what is useful to man. The effort to organize
encounters is thus first of all the effort to form an association of
men in relations that can be combined. 1¢
There is in Nature neither Good nor Evil, there is no moral
opposition, but there is an ethical difference. This ethical differ-
ence appears in various equivalent forms: that between the rea-
sonable man and the foolish, the wise and the ignorant, free man
and slave, strong and weak.!? And wisdom or reason have in fact -
no other content but strength, freedom. This ethical difference
does not relate to conatus, since fools and the weak, no less than
reasonable men and the strong, strive to persevere in their being.
It relates to the kind of affections that determine our conatus. The
free, strong and reasonable man is in principle fully defined by
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his possession of a power of action and the presence in him of
adequate ideas and active affections; the slave and the weak man,
on the other hand, have only those passions that derive from their
inadequate ideas, and cut them off from their power of action.
But ethical difference is first expressed on a simpler, prepar-
atory or preliminary level. Before coming into full possession of
his power, the strong free man may be recognized by his joyful pas-
sions, by affections that increase his power of action; the slave or
weak man may be recognized by his sad passions, by affections
based on sadness which diminish his power of action. We must,
it seems, distinguish two stages of reason or freedom: increasing
our power of action by striving to experience a maximum of joy-
ful passive affections; and thence passing on to a final stage in
which our power of action has so increased that it becomes capa-
ble of producing affections that are themselves active. The link
between the two stages remains, to be sure, mysterious. But the
existence of the first stage is not, at least, in doubt. A man who
is to become reasonable, strong and free, begins by doing all in
his power to experience joyful passions. He then strives to extri-
cate himself from chance encounters and the concatenation of
sad passions, to organize good encounters, combine his relation
with relations that combine directly with it, unite with what
agrees in nature with him, and form a reasonable association
between men; all this in such a way as to be affected with joy.
The description of the reasonable and free man in Part Four of
the Ethics identifies the striving of reason with this art of organ-
izing encounters, or forming a totality of compatible relations.J?
Reason, strength and freedom are in Spinoza inseparable from
a development, a formative process, a culture.© Nobody is born
free, nobody is born reasonable.!” And nobody can undergo for
us the slow learning of what agrees with our nature, the slow
effort of discovering our joys. Childhood, says Spinoza, is a state
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of impotence and slavery, a state of foolishness in which we
depend in the highest degree on external causes, and in which
we necessarily have more of sadness than of joy; we are never
more cut off from our power of action. The first man, Adam, cor-
responds to the childhood of humanity. This is why Spinoza so
forcefully opposes the Christian, and then rationalist, traditions
which present Adam to us as reasonable, free and perfect beforz
his fall. Rather should we imagine Adam as a child: sad, weak,
enslaved, ignorant, left to chance encounters. “It must be admit-
ted that it was not in the first man's power to make a right use of
reason, but that, like us, he was subject to passions.”20 That is to
say: It is not sin that explains weakness, but our initial weakness that
explains the myth of sin. Spinoza presents three theses concerning
Adam, which together form a systematic whole: 1. God forbade
Adam nothing, but simply revealed to him that the fruit was a
poison that would destroy his body if it came into contact with
it. 2. As his understanding was weak like a child’s, Adam per-
ceived this revelation as a prohibition; he disobeyed like a child,
not understanding the natural necessity of the relation between
action and consequence, believing the laws of Nature to be moral
laws which it is possible to violate. 3. How can we imagine
Adam free and reasonable, when the first man must necessarily
be affected by passive feelings, not having had time to undergo
the long formative process presupposed by reason no less than
by freedom?2!

The state of reason, in its initial aspect, already has a com-
plex relation to the state of nature. On the one hand the state of
nature is not subject to the laws of reason: reason relates to the
proper and true utility of man, and tends solely to his preserva-
tion; Nature on the other hand has no regard for the preservation
of man and comprises an infinity of other laws concerning the
universe as a whole, of which man is but a small part. But the
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state of reason is not, on the other hand, of another order than
the state of nature itself. Reason, even in its “commandments,”
demands nothing contrary to Nature: it demands only that every-
one should love themselves, seek what is useful to themselves,
and strive to preserve their being by increasing their power of
action.?? There is thus no artificiality or conventionality in rea-
son’s endeavor. Reason proceeds not by artifice, but by a natural
combination of relations; it does not so much bring in calcula-
tion, as a kind of direct recognition of man by man.?} The ques-
tion of knowing whether creatures supposed reasonable, or in the
process of becoming so, need to mutually commit themselves
through a sort of contract, is a highly complex one; but even if
there is a contract on this level, it implies no conventional renun-
ciation of natural rights, no artificial limitation. The state of
reason is one with the formation of a higher kind of body and
a higher kind of soul, enjoying natural rights corresponding to
their power: indeed, should two individuals completely combine
their relations, they would naturally form an individual twice as
great, having twice as great a natural right.?* The state of rea-
son in no way either does away with or limits natural rights, but
raises them to a power without which such rights would remain
unreal and abstract.

What then does the difference between the state of reason and
the state of nature come down to? In the order of nature each
body meets others, but its relation cannot necessarily combine
with those of the bodies it encounters. The correspondence of
encounters and relations occurs only at the level of Nature as a
whole: it occurs between whole and whole in the infinite medi-
ate mode. When however we rise higher in the order of essences,
we witness an effort which prefigures that of Nature as a whole.
The highest essences already strive in their existence to make
their own encounters correspond to relations that are compati-
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ble with theirs. This endeavor, which cannot wholly succeed, con-
stitutes the striving of reason. A reasonable being may in this
sense be said, in its way, to reproduce and express the effort of
Nature as a whole.

How can men come to meet one another in relations that are
compatible, and so form a reasonable association? If man agrees
with man, this is so only insofar as he is supposed already rea-
sonable.”> As long as they live by chance encounters, as léng as
they are affected by chance passions, men are led in various direc-
tions and so have no chance of meeting in relations that agree:
they are opposed one to another.26 We can, it is true, avoid this
conflict to the extent that we bring into play a very slow learn-
ing process, a very slow empirical education. But we then fall
immediately into another difficulty. In the first place, the bur-
den of present encounters is always there to threaten the annihi-
lation of reason’s effort. Moreover, this effort will at best succeed
at the close of life; “nevertheless they are in the meanwhile bound
to live."27 Thus reason would amount to nothing and would never
come into its own power, did it not find help in a power of
another kind, which joins with it, and which prepares and accom-
panies its development. This other kind of power is that of the
State or City.d

The City is, in fact, in no way a reasonable association. It
differs from such an association in three ways. 1. The motive
torce of its formation is not an affection of reason, that is to say
an affection produced in us by another man in a relation that is
perfectly compatible with our own. The motive is anxiety or fear
of the state of nature, hope of a greater good.?® 2, 'I'h(: whole
that is reason’s ideal is constituted by relations that directly and
naturally combine, by powers or rights that are naturally :addi-
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tive. This is not the case in the City: men being unreasonable,
each must “renounce” his natural rights. Such renunciation
alone makes possible the formation of a whole that itself takes
on the sum of these rights. This is the civil “pact” or “con-
tract.”2? The sovereign City then has power enough to institute
indirect conventional relations through which citizens are forced
to agree and be compatible. 3. Reason is the principle of an
ethical distinction between “those who live under its guidance”
and those who remain guided by feeling, those who free them-
selves and those who remain slaves. But the civil state distin-
guishes only the just and the unjust, accordingly as they obey
or do not obey its laws. Having renounced their right to judge
what is good and bad, citizens rely on a State that rewards and
punishes. Sin and obedience, justice and injustice are strictly
social categories; moral opposition finds in society both its prin-
ciple and its domain.3¢

And yet there is a great similarity between the City and Rea-
son’s ideal. In Spinoza as in Hobbes the sovereign is defined by
his natural right, equal to his power, equal, that is, to all the rights
relinquished by the contracting parties. But such a sovereign is
not, as in Hobbes, a third party who gains by the contract made
by individuals. The sovereign is the whole; the contract is made
between individuals who transfer their rights to the whole they
form by contracting. Thus Spinoza describes the City as a col-
lective person, with common body and soul, “a multitude which
is guided, as it were, by one mind."3! That the process of its for-
mation is very different from that of reason, that it is prerational,
does not prevent the City from imitating and preparing the way
for reason. Indeed there is not, nor can there be, any irrational
totality contrary to reason. The sovereign has of course the right
to demand all it wishes, everything within its power; it is the sole
judge of the laws it institutes and can neither do wrong nor dis-
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obey. But precisely because it is a whole, it can preserve itself as
such only insofar as “it tends toward the end that sound reason
teaches all men to pursue™: the whole cannot preserve itself
unless it tends toward something that has at least the appearance
of reason.3? The contract by which individuals alienate their
rights has no motivation but interest (the fear of a greater evil,
the hope of a greater good); if the citizens begin to fear the City
above all else, they find themselves once more in a state of nature,
while the City loses its power, a prey to the factions it has stirred
up. The City’s own nature thus determines it to aim as far as pos-
sible for reason’s ideal, to strive to make the sum of its laws con-
form to reason. And the City will agree all the more with reason,
the less sad passions (sadness or even hope) it produces in its cit-
izens, relying rather on joyful affections. 3

We must in all this understand a “good” City. For it is with
cities as with individuals: many causes, sometimes impercepti-
ble, intervene to pervert nature and precipitate ruin. But, from
the viewpoint of the good City, two further considerations may
be added to those above. In the first place, what does it mean
for a citizen to “renounce his natural rights”? Not, obviously, to
renounce persevering in being. But rather to renounce being
determined by any personal affections whatever. Abandoning his
right to personally judge what is good and what bad, the citizen
thereby commits himself to common collective affections. But given
these affections he continues personally to persevere in his being,
and to do all in his power to preserve his existence and look after
his interests.3* Spinoza is thus able to say that each, as a member
of the City, renounces his natural rights, and yet entirely preserves
these natural rights in the civil state.35 In the second place, affec-
tions of reason are not subject to the City’s rule: the power of
knowing, thinking and expressing one’s thought remains an inal-
ienable natural right, which the City cannot compromise with-
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out reintroducing between itself and its subjects relations of
simple violence. 3¢

The “good™ City both takes the place of reason for those who
have none, and prepares, prefigures and in its way imitates the
work of reason. It is the City that makes possible the develop-
ment of reason itself. One should not take as signs of excessive
optimism Spinoza’s two propositions that, everything considered
and despite everything, the City is the best environment in which
man can become reasonable, and that it is also the best environ-

ment in which a reasonable man can live.?7

In an ethical vision of the world it is always a matter of capacity
and power, and never of anything else. Law is identical to right.
True natural laws are norms of power rather than rules of duty.
Thus the moral law that purports to prohibit and command,
involves a kind of mystification: the less we understand the laws
of nature, that is, the norms of life, the more we interpret them
as orders and prohibitions — to the point that the philosopher
must hesitate before using the word “law,” so much does it retain
a moral aftertaste: it would be better to speak of “eternal truths.”
Moral laws or duties are in truth purely civil, social. Society alone
orders and prohibits, threatens and gives us to hope, rewards and
punishes. Reason does of course on its own account involve a
pietas and a religio; and there are of course precepts, rules or
“commands” of reason. But the list of such commands is enough
to show that they are not duties but norms of life, relating to the
soul’s “strength” and its power of action.® It can of course also
happen that such norms coincide with the laws of ordinary moral-
ity; but such coincidences are on the one hand not particularly
numerous; and on the other, when reason enjoins or denounces

something analogous to what morality orders or prohibits, it is
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always for reasons very different from those of morality.3? The
Ethics judges feelings, conduct and intentions by relating them,
not to transcendent values, but to modes of existence they pre-
suppose or imply: there are things one cannot do or even say,
believe, feel, think, unless one is weak, enslaved, impotent; and
other things one cannot do, feel and so on, unless one is free or
strong. A method of explanation by immanent modes of existence thus
replaces the recourse to transcendent values. The question is in
each case: Does, say, this feeling, increase our power of action
or not? Does it help us come into full possession of that power?
To do all we can is our ethical task properly so called. It is
here that the Ethics takes the body as model; for every body
extends its power as far as it can. In a sense every being, each
moment, does all it can. “What it can do” is its capacity to be
affected, which is necessarily and constantly exercised by the
thing’s relations with other beings. But in another sense, our
capacity to be affected may be exercised in such a way that we
are cut off from our power of action, and such that this incessantly
diminishes. In this second sense it can happen that we live cut
off from “what we can do.” This indeed is the fate of most men,
most of the time. The weak man, the slave, is not someone of lesser
strength in absolute terms. The weak man is he who, whatever his
strength, remains cut off from his power of action, kept in slav-
ery or impotence. To do all we can amounts to two things: How
exercise our capacity to be affected in such a way that our power
of action increases? And how increase this power to the point
where, finally, we produce active affections? There are weak men
and strong, slaves and free men. There is no Good and Evil in
Nature, there is no moral opposition, but there is an ethical dif-
ference. The difference lies in the immanent existing modes
involved in what we feel, do and think.

This ethical conception has a fundamental critical aspect.
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Spinoza belongs to a great tradition: the practical task of philos-

ophy consists in denouncing all myths, all mystifications, all

“superstitions,” whatever their origin. I believe that this tradition

always involves a naturalist philosophy. Superstition is everything

that keeps us cut off from our power of action and continually

diminishes it. The source of superstition is thus the concatena-

tion of sad passions, fear, the hope linked to fear, the anxiety that
delivers us over to phantoms.*0 Spinoza knows, like Lucretius,

that there are no joyful myths or superstitions. Like Lucretius
he sets the image of a positive Nature against the uncertainty of
gods: what is opposed to Nature is not Culture, nor the state of rea-
son, nor even the civil state, but only the superstition that threatens all
human endeavor. And like Lucretius again, Spinoza assigns to phi-
losophy the task of denouncing all that is sad, all that lives on
sadness, all those who depend on sadness as the basis of their
power. “In despotic statecraft, the supreme and essential mystery
is to hoodwink the subjects, and to mask the fear, which keeps
them down, with the specious garb of religion, so that they may
fight as bravely for slavery as for safety...”# The devaluation of
sad passions, and the denunciation of those who cultivate and
depend on them, form the practical object of philosophy. Few
themes of the Ethics reappear more constantly than this one: that
all that is sad is bad and enslaves us; all that involves sadness
expresses tyranny.

“No deity, nor anyone else, unless he be envious, takes pleas-
ure in my lack of power and my misfortune; nor does he ascribe
to virtue our tears, sighs, fear, and other things of that kind,
which are signs of a weak mind. On the contrary, the greater the
joy with which we are affected, the greater the perfection to
which we pass, i.e., the more we must participate in the divine
nature.” “He who rightly knows that all things follow from the nec-
essity of the divine nature, and happen according to the eternal
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laws and rules of Nature, will surely find nothing worthy of hate,
mockery or disdain, nor anyone whom he will pity. Instead he
will strive, as far as human virtue allows, to act well, as they say,
and rejoice.” “The superstitious know how to reproach people for
their vices better than they know how to teach them virtues, and
they strive, not to guide men by reason, but to restrain them by
fear, so that they flee the evil rather than love virtues. Such pco‘-
ple aim only to make others as wretched as they themselves are,
so it is no wonder that they are generally burdensome and hate-
ful to men.” “One who has been badly received by a lover thinks
of nothing but the inconstancy and deceptiveness of women, and
their other, often sung vices. All of these he immediately forgets
as soon as his lover receives him again. One therefore, who is anx-
ious to moderate his feelings and appetites from the love of free-
dom alone will strive, as far as he can, to come to know the
virtues and their causes, and to fill his mind with the gladness
which arises from the true knowledge of them, but not at all to
consider men’s vices, or to disparage men, or to enjoy a false
appearance of freedom.” “A free man thinks of nothing less than
of death, and his wisdom is a meditation on life, not on death "
One may see Spinoza, through the scholia of Part Four of the
Ethics, forming a truly ethical conception of man, founded on
joy and joyful passions. This he opposes to a superstitious or
satirical conception, founded on sad passions alone: “instead
of an Ethics, they have generally written a satire™ At a deeper
level Spinoza denounces oppressive powers, which can rule only
through inspiring in man the sad passions from which they profit

"

(“those who know only how to break men’s minds. . "#). Some
sad passions are of course socially useful: among them fear, hope,
humility, even remorse. But this only insofar as we do not live
by the guidance of reason.** It remains the case that every pas-

sion is in itself bad insofar as it involves sadness: even hope, even
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confidence.*® A City is so much the better the more it relies on
joyful affections; the love of freedom should outweigh hope, fear
and confidence.#’ Reason’s only commandment, the sole require-
ment of pietas and religio, is to link a maximum of passive joys
with a maximum of active ones. For joy is the only passive affec-
tion that increases our power of action, and of all affections joy
alone can be active. The slave may be recognized by his sad pas-
sions, and the free man by his joys, passive and active. The sense
of joy is revealed as the truly ethical sense; it is to the practical
sphere what affirmation itself is to the speculative. Spinoza’s
naturalism is defined by speculative affirmation in his theory of
substance, and by practical joy in his conception of modes. A phi-
losophy of pure affirmation, the Ethics is also a philosophy of the
joy corresponding to such affirmation.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Common Notions

Spinoza’s philosophy does not fix itself in God, or find its natu-
ral starting point in God. The conditions in which we have ideas
seem to condemn us to having only inadequate ones, and the con-
ditions in which we are affected seem to condemn us to experi-
ence only passive affections. The affections that naturally exercise
our capacity to be affected are passions that reduce it to a mini-
mum, and cut us off from our essence or our power of action.
Yet there appears in this pessimistic assessment of existence
a first glimmer of hope: the radical distinction of action and pas-
sion should not lead us to overlook a prior distinction between
two kinds of passions. Any passion does of course keep us cut off
from our power of action, but this to a greater or lesser extent.
As long as we are affected by passions we have not come into full
possession of our power of action. But joyful passions lead us
closer to this power, that is, increase or help it; sad passions dis-
tance us from it, that is, diminish or hinder it. The primary ques-
tion of the Ethics is thus: What must we do in order to be affected
by a maximum of joyful passions? Nature does not favor us in this
respect. But we should rely on the efforts of reason, the very slow
empirical effort which finds in the City the conditions that make

it possible: reason in the first principle of its development, or in
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its initial aspect, is the effort to organize encounters in such a
way that we are affected by a maximum of joyful passions. For
joyful passions increase our power of action; reason is the power
of understanding, the power of action belonging to the soul; so
joyful passions agree with reason, and lead us to understand, or
determine us to become reasonable. '

But it is not enough for our power of action to increase. It
might increase indefinitely, joyful passions might follow indefi-
nitely from joyful passions, without us coming into full posses-
sion of our power of action. A sum of passions does not make
an action. It is not enough, then, just to accumulate joyful pas-
sions: we must find the means, through such accumulation, to
win the power of action and so at last experience active affec-
tions of which we are the cause. The second principal question
of the Ethics is thus: What must we do to produce in ourselves
active affections?

1. Active affections, when they occur, are necessarily joyful:
there is no active sadness, since all sadness is the diminution of
our power of action; only joy can be active.? So if our power of
action increases to the point that we come into its full posses-
sion, our subsequent affections will necessarily be active joys.?
2. Active joy is “another” feeling than passive joy.* And yet
Spinoza suggests that the distinction between the two is one of
reason only.® The two feelings differ only in their causes; passive
joy is produced by an object that agrees with us, and whose power

increases our power of action, but of which we do not yet have
an adequate idea. Active joy we produce by ourselves, it flows
from our power of action itself, follows from an adequate idea
in us. 3. To the extent that passive joys increase our power of
action, they agree with reason. But since reason is the soul’s power
of action, those joys that are active are born of reason. When
Spinoza suggests that what agrees with reason may also be born
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of it, he means that from every passive joy there may arise an
active joy distinguished from it only by its cause.6

Consider two bodies that agree entirely, two bodies, that is to
say, all of whose relations can be combined: they are like parts
of a whole, the whole exercising a general function in relation to
these parts, and the parts having a common property as belonging
to the whole. Thus two bodies that agree entirely have an iden-
tical structure. Because all their relations may be combined, they
have an analogy, similarity or community of composition. Now
consider bodies agreeing less and less, or bodies opposed to one
another: their constitutive relations can no longer be directly
c.ombined. but present such differences that any resemblance
between the bodies appears to be excluded. There is still however
a similarity or community of composition, but this from a more
and more general viewpoint which, in the limit, brings Nature as a
whole into play. One must in fact take account of the “whole”
formed by the two bodies, not with one another directly, but
t‘ogether with all the intermediary terms that allow us to pass
from one to the other. As all relations are combined in Nature
as a whole, Nature presents a similarity of composition that may
be seen in all bodies from the most general viewpoint. One may
pass from one body to another, however different, simply by
changing the relation between its ultimate parts. For it is only
relations that change in the universe as a whole, whose parts
remain the same.

We thus arrive at what Spinoza calls a “common notion.” A
common notion is always an idea of a similarity of composition
in existing modes. But there different kinds of such notions.
Spinoza says that common notions may be more or less useful,
more or less easily formed and also more or less universal — that
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is, they are organized in terms of the greater or lesser generality
of their viewpoints.” One may in fact distinguish two main vari-
eties of common notion. The less universal (but also the most
useful) are those representing a similarity of composition between
bodies that directly agree, and this from their own viewpoint.
One common notion, for example, represents “what is com-
mon to a human body and to certain external bodies.”® Through
such notions we understand agreements between modes: they go
beyond an external perception of agreements observed by chance,
to find in a similarity of composition the necessary internal rea-
son for an agreement of bodies.

At the other extreme the most universal common notions also
represent a similarity or community of composition, but now
between bodies that agree from a very general viewpoint, and
not from their own viewpoint. They thus represent “what is com-
mon to all things,” for example extension, or movement and
rest — that is, the universal similarity of relations as combined
ad infinitum from the viewpoint of Nature as a whole.? These
notions also have their use, for they allow us to understand disa-
greements themselves, giving us a necessary internal reason for
them. In fact, they allow us to determine the viewpoint beyond
which a very general agreement between two bodies ends; they
show us how and why opposition appears when we adopt a “less
universal” viewpoint on these same two bodies. We are able,
by making an experiment in thought, to vary a relation up to
the point where the corresponding body takes on a nature in
some sense “contrary” to its own; we can thereby understand-the
nature of disagreements between bodies with these or those rela-
tions. Thus, when assigning a role to all common notions taken
as a whole, Spinoza says they internally determine the mind to
understand the agreements of things, as well as their ditferences

and oppositions. 1"

276

COMMON NOTIONS

Spinoza carefully distinguishes common notions, on the one
hand, and transcendental terms (being, thing, something) or
universal notions (genera and species, man, horse, dog) on the
other.!" And yet common notions are themselves universal, “more
or less” universal according to their degree of generality; one
must then suppose that Spinoza is not attacking what is univer-
sal, but only a certain conception of abstract universality. Simi-
larly, Spinoza is not criticizing the notions of genus and species
in general; he himself speaks of horse and dog as natural types,
of man himself as a normative type or model.!? Here again, we
must suppose that he is attacking only a certain abstract deter-
mination of genera and species. An abstract idea has, indeed, two
aspects that reflect its inadequacy. In the first place it retains only
gross sensible differences between things: we choose a sensible
characteristic that is easily imagined; we distinguish objects
possessing it from those that do not; we identify all those pos-
sessing it; as for minor differences, we pass over these, precisely
because objects become confused once their number exceeds the
capacity of our imagination. Second, a sensible differential char-
acteristic is extremely variable: it is accidental, depending on the
way objects affect each of us in chance encounters. “Those who
have often regarded men’s stature with wonder will understand
by the word man an animal of erect stature. But those who have
been accustomed to consider some other characteristic will form
another general image of men — for example, that man is an ani-
mal capable of laughter, or a featherless biped, or a rational
animal.”% And the kind of characteristic selected changes not
only from individual to individual, but also among the different
objects affecting the same individual: certain objects are defined
by their sensible form, others by their use or function, their man-
ner of being and so on. On all counts, abstract ideas are thor-
oughly inadequate: they are images that are not explained by
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our power of thinking, but that involve, rather, our impotence;
images that do not express the nature of things, but indicate,
rather, the variability of our human constitution.

In all this Spinoza is clearly attacking, not just the procedures
of common sense, but the Aristotelian tradition also. The attempt
to define genera and species through differences first appears in
Aristotelian biology; and those sensible differences vary consid-
erably in nature when different animals are in question. Against
this tradition Spinoza proposes a grand principle: to consider
structures, rather than sensible forms or functions.'* But what is
the meaning of “structure”? It is a system of relations between
the parts of a body (these parts not being organs, but the ana-
tomical components of those organs). By inquiring how these
relations vary from one body to another, we have a way of directly
determining the resemblances between two bodies, however dis-
parate they may be. The form and function of an organ in a given
animal depend solely on the relations between its organic parts,
that is, between fixed anatomical components. In the limit Nature
as a whole is a single Animal in which only the relations between
the parts vary. For the examination of sensible differences is sub-
stituted an examination of intelligible similarities, which allow
us to understand resemblances and differences between bodies
“from the inside.” Spinoza’s common notions are biological,
rather than physical or mathematical, ideas. They really do play
the part of Ideas in a philosophy of Nature from which all final-
ity has been excluded. (Spinoza’s comments on this aspect of
common notions are, indeed, rare. But then his comments on all
aspects of common notions are rare, and we will see why. His

suggestions nevertheless suffice to make him a forerunner of
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, in the development of the great princi-
ple of compositional unity.")

Common notions are general rather than abstract ideas. And as
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such they are necessarily “adequate.” Take the case of the less uni-
versal notions: what is common to my body and to certain exter-
nal bodies is “equally” in each of these bodies; the idea is thus
present in God, not only insofar as he has an idea of those exter-
nal bodies, but also insofar as he simply has the idea of my body;
thus I myself have the idea of something common to various bod-
ies, and have it as it is in God. !¢ As for the more universal notions:
what is common to all things is “equally” in the part and in the
whole, the idea is thus present in God, and so on.!7 These proofs
underlie the two aspects in which common notions in general are
necessarily adequate; in other words, common notions are ideas that
are formally explained by our power of thinking and that, materially,
express the idea of God as their efficient cause. They are explained by
our power of thinking because, being in us as they are in God, they
fall within our own power as they fall within the absolute power
of God. They express the idea of God as their cause because, since
God possesses them as we possess them, they necessarily “in-
volve” God’s essence. Indeed when Spinoza says that all ideas of
particular things necessarily involve the eternal infinite essence
of God, he means particular things as they are in God, and so ideas
of things as possessed by God.!® Among the ideas we have, the
only ones capable of expressing God's essence, or of involving
knowledge of this essence, are thus ideas that are in us as they
are in God: in short, common notions. 1
Several important consequences follow from this: 1. We were
asking how we might attain adequate ideas. Everything about
existence condemned us to having only inadequate ideas: we had
ideas neither of ourselves, nor of external bodies, but only ideas
of affections, indicating the effect of some external bodyfon us.
But precisely from such an effect, we can form the idea of what
is common to some external body and our own. Given the con-
ditions of our existence this is for us the only possible way of
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reaching an adequate idea. The first adequate idea we have is a com-
mon notion, the idea of “something common.” 2. This idea is
explained by our power of understanding or thinking. But the
power of understanding is the soul’s power of action. We are
therefore active insofar as we form common notions. The forming
of a common notion marks the point at which we enter into full
possession of our power of action. It thereby constitutes the sec-
ond stage of reason. Reason in its initial development is the effort
to organize encounters on the basis of perceived agreements and
disagreements. The very activity of reason is the effort to con-
ceive common notions, and so to intellectually understand agree-
ments and disagreements themselves. When we form a common
notion our soul is said “to use reason”: we come into the posses-
sion of our power of action or of understanding, we become rea-
sonable beings. 3. A common notion is our first adequate idea.
But whatever it be, it leads us directly to another adequate idea.
An adequate idea is expressive, and what it expresses is the
essence of God. Any common notion gives us direct knowledge
of God’s eternal infinite essence. Any adequate, that is to say,
expressive idea, gives us knowledge of what it expresses, that is,
adequate knowledge of God’s essence itself.

There is, though, a danger of common notions appearing to inter-
vene miraculously, unless we explain how we come to form them.
How do they come to break the concatenation of inadequate ideas to
which we had seemed condemned? “Common” does not of course
mean merely something common to two or more bodies, but
something common also to minds capable of forming an idea of
it. Spinoza first of all reminds us that common notions can be

more common or less common in different minds.2? And even if

they be identified with innate ideas, innateness in no way does
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away with the effort of forming them, a causa fiendi we need in
order to rediscover what is already given only in principle. That
common notions are in us as they are in God means only that, if
we form them, we have them as God has them. But how, indeed,
do we form them, in what favorable circumstances? How do we
arrive at our power of action?

As long as we retain a speculative viewpoint, the problem
remains insoluble. There seems to be a danger of two mistaken
interpretations of the theory of common notions: overlooking
their biological sense in favor of their mathematical one, and,
above all, overlooking their practical sense in favor of their spec-
ulative content. The latter mistake may be explained by the way
Spinoza himself introduces his system of common notions. For
Part Two of the Ethics does indeed consider such notions from a
purely speculative viewpoint, and therefore presents them in
logical order, proceeding from the most universal to the least
universal.?! But there Spinoza is only showing that if we form
common notions, they are necessarily adequate ideas. The cause
and order of their formation is still unknown to us, as is their
practical nature and function, which is merely suggested in Part
Two.22 It is true that all bodies have something in common, be
it only extension, and movement and rest. Bodies that do not
agree and are opposed to one another have nevertheless some-
thing in common, namely a very general similarity of composi-
tion which brings into play Nature as a whole under the attribute

of Extension. 23 This indeed is why the presentation of common
notions in logical order begins with the most universal: begins,
then, with bodies very disparate one from another, and very
opposed one to another. But if it be true that two opposed bod-
ies have something in common, one can never, on the other hand,
be opposed to the other or bad for the other through what it has
in common with it: “No thing can be evil through what it has in
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common with our nature; but insofar as it is evil for us, it is cc.m—

trary to us.”2* When we experience a bad affection, a' sad passive

affection produced in us by a body that disagrees with us, noth-
ing induces us to form the idea of what is common tct that bf)dy

and our own. The opposite is the case when we experience a ]o?y-

ful affection: a thing being good to the extent that it agrees with
our nature, the joyful affection itself induces us to fo‘rm the

corresponding common notion. The first common notions we

form are thus the least universal, those, that is, that apply to our

body and to another that agrees directly with our own and aﬂ.'ects
it with joy. If we consider the order in which common notions
are formed, we must begin from the least universal; for the most
universal, applying to bodies opposed to our own, have no induc-
tive principle in the affections we experience. .

In what sense are we here taking “induce”? What is in ques-
tion is a kind of occasional causes Adequate ideas are formally
explained by our power of understanding or action. But every-
thing that is explained by our power of action depends only on
our essence, and is thus “innate.” But innateness had already, l'n
Descartes, involved a kind of occasionalism. What is innate is
active; but it can only become actual if it finds a favorable occa:
sion among affections that come from outside us, among passive
affections. Spinoza’s scheme seems then to be as follows:

When we encounter a body that agrees with our own, when
we experience a joyful passive affection, we are induced to form
the idea of what is common to that body and our own. Thus
Spinoza is led, in Part Five of the Ethics, to reC(l)gnlze the spe-
cial part played by joyful passions in the formation of common
notions: “So long as we are not torn by feelings con'tra::v to our nature
[feelings of sadness, provoked by contrary objt.acts .that -do not
agree with us], the power of the mind by which it staives to
understand things is not hindered. So long, then, the mind has
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the power of forming clear and distinct ideas 25 It is enough, in
fact, for the hindrance to be lifted for the power of action to
become actual, and for us to come into possession of what is
innate in us. One can see why it was not enough just to accumu-
late joyful passions, in order to become active. The passion of
love is linked to the passion of joy, and other feelings and desires
are linked to love. All increase our power of action, but never
to the point that we become active. These feelings must first
become “secure”; we must first of all avoid sad passions which
diminish our power of action; this is reason’s initial endeavor. But
we must then break out of the mere concatenation of passions,
even joyful ones. For these still do not give us possession of our
power of action; we have no adequate idea of objects that agree
in nature with us; joyful passions are themselves born of inade-
quate ideas, which only indicate a body’s effect on us. We must

then, by the aid of joyful passions, form the idea of what is com-
mon to some external body and our own. For this idea alone, this

common notion, is adequate. This is the second stage of reason;
then, and then only, do we understand and act, and we are rea-

sonable: this not through the accumulation of joyful passions as
passions, but by a genuine “leap,” which puts us in possession of
an adequate idea, by the aid of such accumulation.

Why do we become active when we form a common notion
or have an adequate idea? An adequate idea is explained by our
power of understanding, and so by our power of action. It puts
us in possession of this power, but how does it do this? We should
remember that inadequate ideas also involve a concatenation of
ideas that follow from them. A mind that forms an adequate idea
is the adequate cause of the ideas that follow from it: this is the
sense in which it is active.?6 What, then, are the ideas that fol-
low from the common notion which we form by the aid of joy-
ful passions? Joyful passions are ideas of the affections produced
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by a body that agrees with our own; our mind by itself forms
the idea of what is common to that body and our own; from this
flows an idea of the affection, a feeling, which is no longer passive,
but active. Such a feeling is no longer a passion, because it fol-
lows from an adequate idea in us; it is itself an adequate idea.
It is distinct from the passive feeling from which we began, but
distinct only in its cause: its cause is no longer an inadequate
idea of an object that agrees with us, but the necessarily ade-
quate idea of what is common to that object and ourselves. Thus
Spinoza can say: “A feeling which is a passion ceases to be a
passion as soon as we form a clear and distinct [adequate] idea
of it27 For we form a clear and distinct idea of it insofar as we
attach it to the common notion as to its cause; it is then active,
and dependent on our power of action. Spinoza does not mean
that all passion disappears: what disappears is not the passive
joy itself, but all the passions, all the desires linked to it and
connected with the idea of the external thing (the passion of
love, and so on).28
Any feeling determines our conatus to do something on the
basis of an idea of an object; conatus, thus determined, is called
a desire. But as long as we are determined by a feeling of passive
joy, our ideas are still irrational, since they are born of inadequate
ideas. But as well as passive joy we now have an active joy dis-
tinct only in its cause; from this active joy are born desires that
belong to reason, since they proceed from an adequate idea.??
“All the appetites, or desires, are passions only insofar as they arise
from inadequate ideas, and are counted as virtues when they.are
aroused or generated by adequate ideas. For all the desires by
which we are determined to do something can arise as much from
adequate ideas as from inadequate ones.”0 Desires of reason thus
replace irrational desires, or rather, a rational concatenation of
desires is substituted for an irrational one: “We have the power
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of ordering and connecting the affections of the body accordin
to the order of the understanding.” ! )
This whole process as described by Spinoza falls into four

Phases: (1) passive joy, which increases our power of action, and
from which flow desires and passions based on a still inadeq‘uate
idea; (2) the formation, by the aid of these joyhul passions, of a
common notion (an adequate idea); (3) active joy, which fol-
lows from this common notion and is explained by our power of
action; (4) this active joy is added to the passive j:ay. but replaces
the passions of desire born of the latter by desires belonging to
reason, which are genuine actions. Spinoza’s project is thus real-
i?ed not by suppressing all passion, but by the aid of joyful pas-
sions restricting passions to the smallest part of ourselves, so
that our capacity to be affected is exercised by a maximum of
active affections.3?

‘ Spinoza shows at the opening of Part Five of the Ethics that a
feeling ceases to be a passion once we form a clear and distinct
{at‘iequate) idea of it; and that we form a clear and distinct idea
of it as soon as we attach it to a common notion as to its cause
Spinoza doesn’t however apply this principle only to the feelin .
of joy, but asserts its applicability to any fce!iné: “There is nf)
.tf}"e.ction of the body of which we cannot form a clear and dis-
.l:lnct concept.™? The proof of this proposition is very concise:
Those things that are common to all can only be conceived ade:
(?uately, and so...." Let us consider, then, the case of sadness
Spinoza obviously does not mean that sadness, being an inevita:
ble Rassion. is itself common to all men or to all beings. He does
not.forget that a common notion is always the idea of somethin.
‘pnsntiv.e: nothing is common through mere impotence or throu ﬁ
impertection. > Spinoza means that, even in the case of a bofi{v

that does not agree with our own, and affects us with sadne-;;
we can form an idea of what is common to that body and ou;‘
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own; the common notion will simply be very universal, imply-
ing a much more general viewpoint than that of the two bodies
confronting each other. It has nonetheless a practical function:
it makes us understand why these two bodies in particular do not
agree from their own viewpoint. “We see that sadness over some
good which has perished is lessened as soon as the man who has
lost it realizes that this good could not, in any way, have been
kept.”35 (The man in fact understands that his own body and the
external one could not have combined their relations in a dura-
ble way except in different circumstances: had there been inter-
mediary terms, bringing into play the whole of Nature, from
whose viewpoint such a combination would have been possible.)
But when a very universal common notion makes us understand
a disagreement, a feeling of active joy again flows from this: an
active joy always follows from what we understand. “Insofar as we
understand the causes of sadness, it ceases to be a passion.”¢ It
thus appears that, even if we begin from a sad passion, the basic
pattern of the earlier scheme is retained: sadness; forming a com-
mon notion; active joy flowing from it.

In Part Two of the Ethics Spinoza considers the speculative
content OFCOmmOH notions: he SUPPOSES them given or poten-
tially given; it is thus natural for him to proceed in a logical order
from the most universal to the least universal. At the opening of
Part Five he analyzes the practical function of common notions,
supposed given: that function consists in such notions being the
causes of adequate ideas of affections, that is, of active joys. The
principle applies to the most universal common notions as to the
least universal, and one can thus consider all common notions
taken together, in the unity of their practical function.

All'is changed, though, when Spinoza asks later in Part Five
how we come to form common notions, we who seem con-
demned to inadequate ideas and passions. We then see that our
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initial notions are necessarily the least universal ones. They are
those that apply to my body and another body that agrees (or
some other bodies that agree) with it; these alone have a chance
of being formed from the passive joys I experience. The most univer-
sal, on the other hand, apply to all bodies, and so to very differ-
ent bodies that are opposed to one another. But the sadness or
opposition produced in us by a body that does not agree with
our own never provides the occasion to form a common notion.
So the process of forming common notions runs thus: We at first
seek to experience a maximum of joyful passions (reason’s ini-
tial endeavor). So we seek to avoid sad passions, to escape their
concatenation and to avert bad encounters. We then, subse-
quently, use joyful passions to form corresponding common
notions, whence flow active joys (the second effort of reason).
These common notions are among the least universal, since they
apply only to my body and to bodies that agree with it. But they
strengthen our ability to avoid bad encounters; and above all they
put us in possession of our power of action and understanding.
Thus, third, we become capable of forming more universal com-
mon notions that apply in all cases, even to bodies opposed to
us; we become capable of understanding even our sadness, and
of drawing from such understanding an active joy. We can cope
with bad encounters which we cannot avoid, and reduce the sad-
ness that necessarily remains with us. But it must not be forgot-
ten that, despite their general identity of practical function (that
of producing active joys), common notions are all the more use-
ful, all the more effective, for being less universal, proceeding
from joyful passions.}?

All common notions have the same speculative content: they
involve a certain generality without abstraction. They all have the
same practical function: as necessarily adequate ideas they are
such that active joy necessarily flows from them. But they in no
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way share the same speculative and practical roles, whenlone con-

siders the conditions in which they are formed. The first com-

mon notions we form are the least universal, since the principle

of their induction lies in our joyful passions. We come into our

power of action on the level of the “least universal”: we accumu-
late passive joys, finding in them an opportumty‘ to form com-
mon notions, from: which flow active joys. The increase ‘oi our
power of action thus presents us with the opportunit): of com-
ing into that power, or of becoming truly active. Having COI’TIC
into our true activity in some cases, we become capable of forming
common notions even in less favorable cases. There is a whole
learning process involved in common notions, in our bec:omr‘ng
active: we should not overlook the importance in Spinozism of
this formative process; we have to start from the least universal
common notions, from the first we have a chance to form.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Toward the Third Kind of Knowledge

The different kinds of knowledge are also different ways of living,
different modes of existing. The first kind (imagination) is con-
stituted by all inadequate ideas and passive affections in their
concatenation.! This initial knowledge corresponds first of all to
the state of nature: I perceive objects through chance encounters,
and by the effect they have on me. Such an effect is but a “sign,”
a varying “indication.” Such knowledge is had through vague
experience,* and “vague” relates, etymologically, to the random
character of encounters.? Here we know only Nature’s “common
order,” know only the effects of encounters between parts accord-
ing to purely extrinsic determinations.

But the civil state also belongs to the first kind of knowl-
edge. Already in the state of nature, imagination forms universal
abstract ideas, which retain this or that sensible characteristic of
an object. The characteristic is designated by a name, which
serves as a sign either for objects resembling the first, or for
objects habitually linked with it.? But along with language and
the civil state a second sort of sign develops, which is impera-
tive rather than indicative. Signs appear to tell us what we must
do to obtain a given result, achieve a given end: this is knowl-
edge by hearsay. Thus, in Spinoza’s famous example, a sign rep-
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resents the operation we “must” perform on three numbers in
order to find a fourth. Whether a law of nature or a technical
rule, any law inevitably appears to us in a moral form just inso-
far as we have only an inadequate knowledge of it; a law seems
to us a moral one, or of a moral type, whenever we make its effect
depend on an imperative sign (rather than on the constitutive
relations of things).

It is signs that give the first kind of knowledge its unity. They
characterize a state of thought that is still inadequate, involved,
unexplained. One must include even the religious state within this
first kind of knowledge and existence, the state, that is, of man
in relation to a God who gives him a revelation. This state dif-
fers from the state of nature no less than does the civil state itself:
“No one knows by nature that he owes any obedience to God,
nor can he attain thereto by any exercise of his reason, but solely
by revelation confirmed by signs.”# This religious state belongs
nonetheless to the first kind of knowledge, precisely because it
is part of our inadequate knowledge, because it is based on signs
and manifests itself in the form of laws which demand and order
things. Revelation is itself explained by the inadequate charac-
ter of our knowledge, and bears only on certain of God’s propria.
The signs of Revelation constitute a third sort of sign and char-
acterize the religion of the prophets, religion of the first kind

or of imagination.

The second kind of knowledge corresponds in the Ethics to the
state of reason: a knowledge of common notions and through
common notions. This is where the real break between differ-
ent kinds of knowledge appears in the Ethics: “Knowledge of the
second and third kinds, and not of the first kind, teaches us to
distinguish the true from the false> We enter, with common
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notions, into the domain of expression: these notions are our first
adequate ideas, they draw us out of the world of inadequate signs
And because any common notion leads us to the idea of the éod‘
‘whose essence it expresses, the second kind of knowledge also
involves a second kind of religion: no longer a religion of imagi-
nation, but one of understanding. The expression of Natug;'e
replaces signs, love replaces obedience; this is no longer the reli-
gion of the prophets but, on its various levels, the religion of
Solomon, the religion of the Apostles, and the true religion of
Christ founded on common notions.6 i
But what exactly do we know of these notions? Common
notions do not of course constitute the essence of any particular
thing. And yet one cannot define simply them by their generality.
The notions apply to particular existing modes, and have no sense inde'-
pcndefmfy of .such application. Representing (from more or less gen-
eral viewpoints) the similarity of composition of existing modes
they are for us the only means of reaching an adequate knowl’-
ed‘ge of the characteristic relations of bodies, of the combination
of these relations and of the laws of composition. Once again
this is well seen in the case of numbers: in the second kind of"
knowledge we do not apply rules known by hearsay, as one would
obey a moral law; by understanding the rule of proportionality
through a common notion, we grasp the way that the constitutive
rc]a.tions of three given numbers are combined. Thus common
notions give us knowledge of the positive order of Nature as an
order of constitutive or characteristic relations by which bodies
agree with, and are opposed to, one another. I_a\;'s of Nature no
longer appear as commands and prohibitions, but for what they
a.l‘c: eternal truths, norms of composition, rules for the rea]i;«a;-
tion of powers. This order of Nature expresses God as its sourc;:'
and -thc more we know things according to this order, the mor(;
our ideas themselves express God’s essence. All our knowledge
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expresses God, when it is governed by common notions.

Common notions are one of the fundamental discoveries of
the Fthics. We must here attach great importance to the chro-
nology. Ferdinand Alquié has recently insisted that the introduc-
tion in the Fthics of common notions marks a decisive point in
the development of Spinozism.” Indeed, nothing is made of them
cither in the Short Treatise or in the Correction of the Understand-
ing. Things are already known in the Short Treatise to have char-
acteristic relations, but the discovery of these is entrusted to
“reasoning,” and there is no mention of common notions.* In
addition, what there corresponds to the second kind of knowl-
edge (the second “mode of consciousness”) does not constitute
an adequate knowledge, but only a right belief. And the third
“mode of perception,” which in the Correction of the Understanding
corresponds to the second kind of knowledge, still amounts only
to a clear knowledge, rather than an adequate one: and it is not
in the least defined by common notions but by a Cartesian type
of inference and an Aristotelian type of deduction.”

However, one does find in the Correction of the Understanding,
in an altogether different context, a foreshadowing of, and approx-
imation to, what will later become common notions. Thus a
famous passage speaks of “fixed and eternal things™ which, from
being omnipresent, are for us “like universals, or genera of the
definitions of singular, changeable things™: one recognizes in
these the most universal notions, extension, movement, rest,
which are common to all things. And when the remainder of the
passage argues for still other “aids™ necessary for the understand-
ing of singular changing things, one thinks of the role of less uni-
versal common notions. !0 If the passage raises many difficulties,
this is because it is written from the viewpoint of the highest
mode of perception or kind of knowledge, relating to essences

themselves: laws are inscribed in fixed and eternal things, says
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Spinoza, as in their true codes; but these laws seem to be the
laws of production of essences as well as the laws of composi-
tion of relations. 1!

How can we explain Spinoza’s conflation here of such differ-
ent sorts of law? I would suggest that he only had an intimation
of common notions as he progressed in the composition of the
Correction of the Understanding. But he had by then already and
otherwise defined the third mode of perception (corresponding
to what would become the second kind of knowledge). So con-
stant and eternal things, playing the part of universals, found a
place only on the level of the highest kind or mode of percep-
tion: and they were thus also taken as the principles of our knowl-
edge of essences. Another role would have been possible, but
Spinoza would then have had to go back and recast his descrip-
tion of modes of perception in terms of his new idea. This would
partly explain why Spinoza gave up the idea of completing the
Correction of the Understanding precisely at the point where he
came to the exposition of what he himself calls common prop-
erties. The hypothesis would also allow us to date Spinoza’s full
development of the theory of common notions between the
abandoning of the Correction of the Understanding and the compo-
sition of the Ethics. This full possession would then have induced a
desire to modify the Treatise, reformulating the theory of the sec-
ond kind or third mode of perception, by giving an autonomous
and distinct development of common notions; thus Spinoza, in
the Ethics, speaks of a treatise in which he proposes to develop
these points. 2

When Spinoza discovers that common notions are our first
adequate ideas, a gap opens between the first and second kinds
of knowledge. The existence of such a gap should not however
lead us to overlook a whole system of correspondences between
the two kinds, without which the forming of an adequate idea
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or a common notion would remain incomprehensible. We have

seen in the first place that the civil state was a substitute for rea-

son, prepared the way for reason, and imitated it. This would be

impossible did not moral laws and imperative signs, despite the

contradictions they involve, coincide in a way with the true posi-

tive order of Nature. So it was indeed the laws of Nature that

the prophets grasped and transmitted, even though they inade-
quately understood them. Similarly, a society’s primary endeavor

is to choose signs and institute laws that correspond as a whole,
as far as possible, to the order of Nature, and, above all, to man’s

survival in that order. The variability of signs becomes in this
respect an advantage, and opens up to us possibilities that do not

belong to understanding on its own account, but rather to imagi-
nation.!? What is more, reason would never come to form com-
mon notions, that is, come into its power of action, did it not
try to find itself in that first effort that consists in selecting joy-
ful passions. Before becoming active we must select and link
together passions that increase our power of action. But such pas-
sions are related to images of objects that agree in nature with
us; these images themselves are, once more, inadequate ideas,
mere indications which give us knowledge of objects through the
effect they have on us. Reason would not then “find” itself, were
its first effort not traced out in the frame of the first kind of
knowledge, using all the resources of imagination.

If we consider their origin, common notions find in imagina-
tion the very conditions of their formation. Considered, more-
over, in their practical function, they apply only to things that
can be imagined. Thus they may themselves, in some respects,
be likened to images.'* The application of common notions implies,
in general, a strange harmony between reason and imagination, be-
tween the laws of reason and those of imagination. Spinoza ana-
lyzes various cases. He had shown in Parts Three and Four of the
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Ethics under which particular laws of imagination a passion be-
comes more or less intense, more or less strong. Thus our feel-
ing toward something we simply imagine is stronger than the feel-
ing we experience when we believe the thing to be necessary or
necessitated. ' But the fundamental law of reason amounts pre-
cisely to considering things as necessary: common notions allow
us to understand the necessity of the agreements and disagree-
ments between bodies. Reason thus profits from one of the fea-
tures of imagination: the more we understand things as necessary,
the less we feel the strength or intensity of passions rooted in
imagination.!® Imagination is subject to a law according to which
it always initially asserts the presence of its object, is then affected
by causes that exclude such a presence, and enters into a kind
of “vacillation,” thinking of its object only as possible, or even
contingent. The process of imagining an object thus contains
within it the principle of its own dissipation over time. But rea-
son’s law is to form common notions, that is, ideas of properties
“which we always regard as present.”17 Reason here satisfies the
demands of imagination better than can imagination itself. Imag-
ination, carried along by its fate, which is to be affected by vary-
ing causes, doesn’t manage to maintain the presence of its object.
Reason doesn’t only diminish the relative strength of passions:
“taking time into account” the active feelings born of reason
or of common notions are in themselves stronger than any of
the passive feelings born of imagination.'$ By imagination’s law,
a feeling is so much the stronger, the more causes act together
to provoke it.!” But a common notion, by its law, applies or
relates to several things, or images of things easily associated
with them: it is therefore frequent and lively.20 It thus dimin-
ishes the intensity of feelings of imagination, since it determines
the mind to consider several objects. And these objects asso-
ciated with the notion are like so many causes favorable to the
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feeling of reason which flows from the notion.?!

Necessity, presence and frequency are the three characteris-
tics of common notions. And these characteristics ensure that the
notions in a certain way impose themselves on the imagination,
either reducing the intensity of passive feelings, or guaranteeing
the liveliness of active ones. Common notions use the laws of
imagination to free us from imagination itself. Their neces-
sity, presence and frequency allow them to intervene in the move-
ment of imagination, and divert its course to their own ends. It
is not too much to speak here of a general harmony of imagina-

tion and reason.

The greater part of the Ethics — more precisely, down to V.21 — is writ-
ten from the viewpoint of the second kind of knowledge. For it is only
through common notions that we come to have adequate ideas
and an adequate knowledge of God himself. This does not amount
to a condition of any knowledge, but to a condition of our knowl-
edge, insofar as we are finite existing modes composed of a soul
and a body. We who have at first only inadequate ideas and pas-
sive affections, can come into our power of understanding and
action only by forming common notions. All our knowledge
comes to us through such notions. Whence Spinoza can say that
not even God’s existence is known through itself, but “must nec-
essarily be inferred from notions so firmly and incontrovertibly
true, that no power can be postulated or conceived sufficient to
impugn them.”?? The same admission is to be found in the FEth-
ics: Part One gives us knowledge of God, and of all things as they
depend on God; but this knowledge is itself of the second kind.”?

All bodies agree in certain things, such as extension, move-
ment and rest. The ideas of extension, movement and rest are
for us very universal common notions, since they apply to all
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existing bodies. We may then ask whether the idea of God should
itself be considered as a common notion, as the most universal of
all? Many passages appear to suggest this.?* But it is not however
the case: our idea of God is closely related to common notions,
but is not itself one of them. The idea of God is in a sense opposed
to common notions in that they always apply to things that can
be imagined, while God cannot be imagined.?5 Spinoza says only
that common notions lead us to the idea of God, that they nec-
essarily “give” us knowledge of God, and that without the'm we
would not have such knowledge.?¢ For, a common notion is an
adequate idea; an adequate idea is an idea that is expressive; and
what it expresses is God’s very essence. The relation of the idea
of God to common notions is thus one of expression. Common
notions express God as the source of all the constitutive relations
of things. As it relates to these notions that express it, the idea
of God is the basis of religion of the second kind. For active feel-
ings, active joys, flow from common notions; and they do so
“accompanied by the idea of God.” The love of God is just such
joy so accompanied.?” Reason’s highest endeavor, insofar as it con-
ceives common notions, is thus to know God and to love him.23
(But this God connected with common notions does not have to
respond to our love; he is an impassive God, who gives us noth-
ing in return. For, however active, joys flowing from common
notions are inseparable from those passive joys resulting from
imagination which initially increased our power of action, and
served us as the occasional causes of our action. And God is him-
self free of passions: he feels no passive joy, nor any active joy of
the type that presupposes a passive joy.??) ’
One recalls the methodological principle of the Correction of
the Understanding, that we cannot start from the idea of God,
but must reach it as quickly as possible. And the “quickest pos-

Lt "
sible” way was there presented thus: we had to begin from what
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was positive in some idea we had; we strove to make that idea
adequate; it was adequate when referred to its cause, when it
expressed its cause; but in expressing its cause it also expressed
the idea of God as determining that cause to produce such an
effect. We were thus in danger of entering an infinite regression
from cause to cause: God was expressed at each level as what
determined that level of causality.

I believe it is wrong to contrast the Ethics and the Correction
of the Understanding on this point. The Ethics begins with God as
absolutely infinite substance no more than does the Correction. The
Ethics does not begin from God as something unconditioned; we
have seen the role of its opening propositions in this respect. The
project of the Ethics is the same as that of the Correction of the
Understanding: to rise as quickly as possible to the idea of God,
without falling into an infinite regression, without making God
himself into a remote cause. So if the Ethics is to be contrasted
with the Correction of the Understanding, this should not be in
terms of any change of method, or still less any change of princi-
ples, but only insofar as the Ethics has found less artificial and
more concrete means. These means (up to V.21) are common
notions. We no longer start from what is positive in some idea
or other, in order to try and form an adequate idea: such a pro-
cedure is very unsure and remains indeterminate. We start from
what is positive in a joyful passion; this determines us to form a
common notion, as our first adequate idea. We then form more
and more general common notions, which together constitute
the system of reason; but each common notion, on its own leval,
expresses God and leads us to knowledge of God. Every common
notion expresses God as the source of the relations combined
together in the bodies to which the notion applies. It should not
be said that the most universal notions better express God than
less universal ones. And, above all, one should not suggest that

298

TOWARD THE THIRD KIND OF KNOWLEDGE

the idea of God is itself a common notion, the most universal of
all: but each notion leads us to it, each expresses it, the least uni-
versal along with the most universal. In the system of expression
God is never a remote cause.

The idea of God thus plays in the Ethics a pivotal role. Every-
thing turns about it, everything changes along with it. Spinoza
announces that “besides” the second kind of knowledge, there
is a third.3 He furthermore presents the second kind as the driv-
ing force of the third: the second kind determines us to enter into
the third, to “form™ the third.3! But how does the second kind
so determine us? Only the idea of God can explain the transition,
which appears in the Ethics at V.20-21. 1. Every common notion
leads us to the idea of God. As related to the common notions
which express it, the idea of God itself belongs to the second kind
of knowledge. It represents, in this respect, an impassive God;
but the idea accompanies all the joys that flow from our power
of understanding (insofar as this power proceeds through com-
mon notions). The idea of God is thus the limiting point of the
second kind of knowledge. 2. But although it necessarily relates
to common notions, the idea of God is not itself a common
notion. So it propels us into a new element. We can come to the
idea of God only through the second kind of knowledge; but in
arriving at the idea we are determined to leave behind the sec-
ond kind of knowledge, and enter into a new state. In the second
kind of knowledge, the idea of God serves as a basis of the third;
and by “basis” must be understood the true driving force, the
causa fiendi.’? This idea of God will itself then change in content,
taking on another content in the third kind of knowledge to
which it determines us.

Two of the characteristics of a common notion are to apply
to several existing modes, and to give us knowledge of the rela-
tions through which existing modes agree or are opposed. In the
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limiting case, it is understandable how the idea of an attribute
initially appears to be a common notion: the idea of extension
is a very universal notion in that it applies to all existing bodies;
and the idea of the infinite modes of Extension makes known to
us the agreement of all bodies from the viewpoint of Nature as a
whole. But the idea of God, which is joined to, or “accompanies’
all common notions, leads us to a reappraisal of attributes and

Y

modes. Here again, the Ethics follows the Correction of the Under-
standing: the idea of God affects our entry into the domain of
“real beings” and their connection. An attribute is no longer
understood merely as a common property of all the existing modes
corresponding to it, but as what constitutes the singular essence
of divine substance, and as what contains all the particular essences
of its modes. The third kind of knowledge is defined as pro-
ceeding “from an adequate idea of the formal essence of certain
attributes of God to the adequate knowledge of the essence of
things"*3 Attributes are still common forms; what has changed
is the sense of the word “common.” Common no longer means
more general, that is, applicable to several existing modes, or
to all existing modes of a certain kind. Common means uni-
vocal: attributes are univocal, or common to God whose singu-
lar essence they constitute, and to the modes whose particular
essences they contain. In short, a fundamental difference appears
between the second and third kinds of knowledge: ideas of the
second kind are defined by their general function; they apply to
existing modes and give us knowledge of the composition of the
relations that characterize those modes. Ideas of the third kit
are defined by their singular nature; they represent God’s essence
and give us knowledge of particular essences as these are con-
tained in God himself.}*

We are ourselves existing modes. Our knowledge is subject
to the condition that we must pass through common notions to
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reach ideas of the third kind. Far from being able to deduce the
relation that characterizes a mode from its essence, we must first
know the relation, if we are to come to know the essence. We
must similarly conceive Extension as a common notion before
understanding it as constituting God’s essence. The second kind
of knowledge is for us the efficient cause of the third kind; and
in the second kind it is the idea of God that allows us to pass
from second to third kind. We begin by forming common notions
that express God's essence; only then can we understand God as
expressing himself in essences. This condition of our knowledge
is not a condition of all knowledge: the true Christ does not pro-
ceed through common notions. He adapts or conforms what he
teaches us to common notions, but his own knowledge is directly
of the third kind; God’s existence is thus known to him through
itself, as are all essences, and the order of essences.35 Thus Spin-
oza says that, unlike Christ, we do not know God’s existence
through itself.3¢ In the natural situation of our existence we are
filled with inadequate ideas and passive affections; we will never
reach any adequate idea or active joy, if we do not first form com-
mon notions. Yet it should not be concluded that God is known
to us only indirectly. Common notions have nothing to do with
signs; they simply constitute the conditions in which we ourselves
attain to the third kind of knowledge. Thus the proofs of God’s
existence are not indirect proofs: in them the idea of God is still
grasped in its relation to common notions, but it determines us,
precisely,