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Consciousness in Spinoza’s
Philosophy of Mind

Christopher Martin
University of Wisconsin, Green Bay

Abstract

Spinoza’s philosophy of mind is thought to lack a serious account of
consciousness. In this essay I argue that Spinoza’s doctrine of ideas of
ideas has been wrongly construed, and that once righted it provides
the foundation for an account. I then draw out the finer details of
Spinoza’s account of consciousness, doing my best to defend its
plausibility along the way. My view is in response to a proposal by
Edwin Curley and the serious objection leveled against it by Margaret
Wilson and Jonathan Bennett.

Spinoza’s philosophy of mind, though at many points anticipa-
tory of movements afoot in the contemporary landscape,
appears to lack a serious account of consciousness. In the
Ethics we find only a few scant remarks about the presence
and role of consciousness in the human mind, none of which
indicate what consciousness is or how it arises in certain
creatures but not others. Edwin Curley once suggested that
Spinoza intended his doctrine of ideas of ideas to account for
consciousness.! An idea of an idea is an idea in the mind
whose content is an awareness of another of the mind’s ideas,
and Curley proposes that to have an idea of an idea is to be
conscious of that idea. I am conscious of my being late for
rehearsal, for instance, when I have both the idea that I am
late and an idea of this idea—having the idea of the idea that
I am late is what it is for me to be conscious of my tardiness.
This hypothesis has been attacked by Margaret Wilson and
Jonathan Bennett, who argue that Spinoza’s doctrine of ideas
of ideas, if employed to account for consciousness, entails that
every mode of substance is conscious, that is, that every mind,
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as well as every individual idea therein, is a conscious ipleld—
ual. This means, for instance, that me, my cal}ous_ed f_mgers,
and even my cello are all conscious. The objection 1s t_hat
without the ability to distinguish conscious from nonconscious
individuals, Spinoza’s theory cannot be a defensible account of
consciousness.

I hope to show that Spinoza’s account is defensi]_ole, and to do
so I need to show that he is capable of distinguishing conscious
from nonconscious individuals. Taking a closer look at Spllx}oza S
doctrine of ideas of ideas, I argue against the tradltlo_ngl
interpretation and offer an improved one. _I then show that it is
this improved interpretation that underhe_s and thro’ws consi-
derable light on the nature of consciousness in Spinoza’s thoug}_lt
—so0 much, in fact, that with the improved interpretation of this
doctrine we are able to draw out the details of Spinoza’s account
of consciousness and, thereby, show how he proposes to
distinguish conscious from nonconscious minds.

1. Excessive Objection

Edwin Curley has suggested Spinoza holds that a ml_nd 1s2
conscious of one of its ideas when it forms an idea of t_hat 1d'ea.
Given Spinoza’s parallelism of mind and body, ther.e is an idea
in the mind for each extended mode that composes its body.? As
Spinoza argues, modes are expressed throu_gh each of the
attributes, and a mode conceived under the attribute of Thought
is the idea of itself (the same mode) conceived.under the
attribute of extension: “a mode of extension and the idea of thag
mode are one and the same thing, but expressed in two ways
(EIIp7s).* The idea of the mode’s body, Spinoza rema}rks, is the
mode’s “mind.” Insofar as each mode may be conceived ur}dgr
the attribute of Thought, then, each mode_is a mind. This is
Spinoza’s pan-psychism. A mode is not conscious, however, until
it is aware of ideas constituting its mind, that is, .un'tll it forms
ideas of some of the ideas of states of its body. This is what ’Fhe
doctrine of ideas of ideas provides—an opportunity for a mind
to form ideas of its other ideas and, thereby, to be conscious of
them. As such, Curley proposes that Spinoza’s is a kind of
higher-order theory of consciousness—one in which a mgntal
state is conscious when it is accompanied by an addltlon:al
mental state whose content is an awareness of t}.le.state in
question. The idea of an idea accompanies the idea it is of, and
accounts for its being conscious. This is Curley’s proposal.
Margaret Wilson and Jonathan Bennett have sepa}'ately
argued that if the doctrine of ideas of ideas does fqrnlsh an
account of consciousness, then it is such that all ideas are
conscious.® According to Wilson and Bennett, just as fqr each
mode of extension there is an idea of that mode constituting the
mode’s mind, so for each mind is there an idea of that mind. If
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consciousness is equated with there being an idea of an idea for
a mind, then since there is an idea of the mind for each mind,
each mind, that is, each mode, must be conscious. I call this the
excessive objection.,

Wilson and Bennett rely on a proposition that is ostensibly
about the human mind to establish that there is an idea of an
idea for each Auman mind and then argue that this applies to
all minds. The proposition in question is EIIp20, in which
Spinoza argues that just as there is an idea for each human
body—its mind—so is there an idea of this idea—its conscious-
ness.” While I will later criticize their interpretation of the
ideas of ideas doctrine, there is no dispute that, according to
EIIp20, there is for each human mind an idea of that mind and
that this is an instance of an idea of an idea. Given the proposal
that to have an idea of an idea is to be conscious of that idea, it
follows that all human minds are conscious.

Wilson and Bennett further argue that what EIIp20 asserts
as true for a human mind is true for all minds. This is because
though EIIp20 explicitly pertains to human minds, its
demonstration is completely general. To support his contention
that there is an idea of each human mind, Spinoza refers to
EIlpl, Ellp3, and ElIp1l. Ellpl and ElIp3 argue that Thought
is an attribute and that it expresses God’s nature as a thinking
thing.® EIIp11 is about the human mind; it claims that the
mind is the idea of the actually existing human body. After
further elaborating on the relation between the human mind
and its body, Spinoza remarks in EIIp13s that “the things we
have shown so far are completely general and do not pertain
more to man than to other individuals, all of which, though in
different degrees, are nevertheless animate.” All modes, on
account of being expressed through the attribute of thought, are
the idea of some body, that is, are a mind, and so, are animate.
What Spinoza says in EIIp11 with respect to the human mind,
then, applies equally to all minds. Since each of the propositions
appealed to in support of the claim that there is an idea of each
human mind apply to all minds, so does the claim they support.
Since there is an idea of each human mind, so likewise is there
an idea for each nonhuman mind.®

To hold that human beings are conscious simply because all
minds are conscious clearly fails to capture what we understand
as a prerequisite about consciousness-—namely, that some
things have it and others do not. Still, just as some discussants
of pan-psychism make the view more attractive by noting that
creatures may be said to have minds to varying degrees, so
might the pan-consciousness position implicated here be
ameliorated by noting that all creatures are conscious, again, to
varying degrees. Perhaps, but pan-psychism has many skeptics
(in fact, one is hard pressed to find philosophers willing to do
more than entertain it), and the pan-consciousness view is a
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considerably more radical claim that pan-psychism—not only
are all things to some degree animate, but according to pan-
consciousness, they are also to some degree aware of their being
so animated! Spinoza’s apparent pan-consciousness, in brief,
would be highly implausible.

Here is another entailment of this objection that any
defender would also need to account for. My mind, which is the
idea of my body, is a complex mode. Just as my body is com-
posed of a great number of smaller modes, so is my mind, being
the idea of these, composed of a great number of ideas (cf. EIIp7
and EIlp11-13). Now insofar as the idea that is the idea of my
body is a mind, and all minds are conscious, my mind is
conscious. But my mind is also composed of a great number of
lesser ideas (which are further composed of lesser ideas and so
on and so forth), and since each of these is the idea of some
body, they too are minds, and since they are minds, they too are
conscious, So my being conscious includes each individual mode
of my body’s being conscious, and since my mind is the totality
of these ideas, my mind is therefore conscious of every state of
my body. Yet it is absurd to think that my mind is conscious,
even at some subconscious level, of every physical state
composing my body, and if Spinoza’s theory entails this, then it
must be wrong as an account of consciousness. We can conclude
that either Spinoza did not intend the doctrine of ideas of ideas
to account for consciousness, or he did but his view is wildly
implausible.

Considerations such as these have led Jonathan Bennett to
label Spinoza’s theory of consciousness “absurdly excessive.”? If
he is right about EIIp20 and its application to all other minds,
then I’'m inclined to agree. Though I agree that according to
EIIp20 there is an idea of an idea for each human mind, I
propose to challenge the traditional interpretation of this
doctrine, and with an alternative interpretation, to draw out the
finer details of Spinoza’s account of consciousness. These details
will allow us to see that the second aspect of the excessive
objection—the claim that what EIIp20 says about human minds
is true of all minds—is false. I will first clarify the doctrine of
ideas of ideas and then, through it, illuminate what conscious-
ness is for Spinoza, as well as how it arises in the human mind.
With these points, we will then be able to proffer an account of
the distinction between conscious and nonconscious minds.

2. Revising Curley’s Hypothesis

Curley hypothesizes that a mind is consciously aware of an
idea if and only if there ig also in that mind an idea of that
idea. The excessive objection criticizing this proposal rests on
two claims: that Spinoza asserts in EIIp20 that there is an
idea of an idea for each human mind and, secondly, that this
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conclusion is generalizable to all other minds. There is no
disputing this reading of EIIp20, and so long as we accept
Curley’s hypothesis, it follows from EIIp20 that the human
mind is conscious. Furthermore, if this is generalizable, then it
follows that all minds are conscious.

One way to avoid this objection is to revise Curley’s
hypothesis. Instead of asserting that having an idea of an idea
is a mind’s being conscious of that idea, we can weaken this to
state only that some instances of ideas of ideas constitute a
mind’s being conscious of those ideas. If so, then we can grant
the generalization of EIIp20 without its entailing that all minds
are therefore conscious.

For good reasons, however, the hypothesis cannot be
weakened. As is the case with other higher-order theories, if we
allow that some instances of ideas of ideas constitute a mind’s
being conscious of those ideas but others do not, then we will
not have provided much of an account of consciousness since it
may then rightly be asked about those instances of ideas of
ideas that do constitute consciousness what distinguishes them
from those that do not. Our appeal to this doctrine would then
be reduced at best to a preliminary account of consciousness.
We aim to hold that having an idea of an idea constitutes a
mind’s being conscious of that idea, and to do so we must reject
ideas of ideas that are not constitutive of consciousness.
Secondly, the doctrine as employed by Spinoza is always with
respect to a mind’s being conscious of some idea. We will discuss
Spinoza’s application of this doctrine in greater detail later, but
for now it is enough to note that the doctrine, when applied in
the text, is always with respect to a mind’s being conscious, so
that to suggest that the two are not equivalent would be to
manipulate what is specific in the text. We cannot, then, revise
the hypothesis in order to avoid the excessive objection.

3. Rethinking the Ideas of Ideas Doctrine
Underlying Consciousness

In order to controvert the excessive objection, we need to reject
its claim that what Spinoza says of the human mind in EIIp20
is perfectly generalizable. We can do so once we have a better
understanding of Spinoza’s actual account of consciousness, and
to explain this we must first understand the doctrine of ideas of
ideas that underlies it. As I will show, Curley, Wilson, and
Bennett all misunderstand this doctrine. After drawing out the
true characterization of an idea of an idea, I will then take a
close look at how Spinoza uses it to provide an account of
consciousness in human minds. With this we will then be in a
position to show that such an account is not generalizable to all
minds.
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Curley, Wilson, and Bennett all have in mind a conception of
ideas of ideas according to which the idea of an idea and the
idea it is of are distinct ideas. Curley, for instance, suggests that
we understand an idea of an idea “as a proposition about
another proposition.”! Wilson, likewise, understands an idea of
an idea as a second-order idea.!? Bennett thinks this as well. He
understands an idea of an idea to be a separate idea whose
representational content is the idea it is of or about.’® With the
idea of an idea being distinct from the idea it is of, the resulting
account of consciousness is a kind of higher-order theory.

This interpretation of the doctrine of ideas of ideas is flawed.
To expose its error we need to look at EIIp21s. There, I argue,
Spinoza characterizes an idea of an idea and the idea it is of as
one and the same idea. EIIp21 states that “This idea of the
Mind is united to the Mind in the same way as the Mind is
united to the Body.”* Now the idea of the mind is an idea of an
idea, so EIIp21 is an explicit instance of Spinoza’s doctrine of
ideas of ideas. Generalized, this proposition states that the idea
of an idea is united to the idea in the same way in which the
idea is united to its object.

Idea of an idea : Idea :: Idea : Object

Spinoza’s demonstration of why this is so is not very helpful.
His argument simply asserts that the unity of the mind and the
body equally applies to the union between an idea of an idea
and the idea. Luckily, his scholium is a bit more helpful.

This proposition is understood far more clearly from what is said
in EIlp7s; for there we have shown that the idea of the Body and
the Body, i.e. (by EIIp13), the Mind and the Body, are one and the
same Individual, which is conceived now under the attribute of
Thought, now under the attribute of Extension. So the idea of the
Mind and the Mind itself are one and the same thing, which is
conceived under one and the same attribute, viz. Thought. The idea
of the Mind, I say, and the Mind itself follow in God from the same
power of thinking and by the same necessity. For the idea of the
Mind, i.e., the idea of the idea, is nothing but the form of the idea
insofar as this is considered as a mode of thinking without relation
to the object.... (EIIp21s)

Spinoza again appears to simply assert that the union that
holds between a mind and its body is the same as that between
a mind and the idea of that mind. His argument, as I under-
stand it, is an argument from analogy and turns on a particular
conception of what an idea of an idea is—a conception he does
not make explicit until the latter portion of the scholium.
Understanding Spinoza’s argument here requires moving his
description of what it is to be an idea of an idea from the latter
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portion of the scholium to the beginning. With the proper
account of ideas of ideas in mind, we are then able to under-
stand the analogy Spinoza draws between the idea of the body
and the body on one hand, and an idea and the idea of that idea
on the other. Let’s see how this works.

An idea of an idea, we are told in the latter portion of the
scholium, is “the form of the idea insofar as this is considered
as a mode of thinking without relation to the object.”® With this
we can fill in the analogy. We learned in EIlp7s (clarified in
EIIp13) that the mind and body is one and the same individual
conceived in two ways. We can conceive the body without the
mind, that is, we can conceive the individual under the attri-
bute of extension alone, and can likewise conceive the mind
without the body, that is, we can conceive the individual under
the attribute of thought alone. Since they are nevertheless one
and the same individual, the distinction between them is a
conceptual one. In a later characterization of the relation
between an affection of the body and the idea of that affection,
Spinoza notes that the affect and its idea are united in the
same way as the mind and its body and that the distinction
between the mind and its body is not real but only conceptual
(EIVp8d).'¢ Since the argument from analogy in Ellp21s
identifies the distinction between an idea of an idea and its idea
as the same as the distinction between a body and its mind, just
as a mind and its body are one and the same thing conceived in
two ways, and so only conceptually distinct, so is an idea and
the idea of that idea one and the same thing conceived in two
ways, and so only conceptually distinct. This is the analogy
Spinoza is drawing in the scholium, and insofar as the
distinction between a mind and its body is merely conceptual,
so likewise is the distinction between an idea of an idea and the
idea it is of merely conceptual.

Once we insert the latter characterization of ideas of ideas
into the earlier portion of the argument, the argument goes
through. The idea of the mind is united to the mind in the same
way as the mind is related to its body, then, because like the
mind and its body, the idea of the mind and the mind are one
and the same thing conceived in two ways. An idea of an idea
and its idea, then, are one and the same thing, and the distinc-
tion between them, like that between a mind and its body, is
merely conceptual.

So the traditional interpretation is flawed in distinguishing
an idea of an idea from the idea it is of. With this, furthermore,
we can see that it is inappropriate to characterize Spinoza’s
account of consciousness as a precursor to higher-order theories,
at least insofar as these theories distinguish a mind’s being
conscious of an idea from the idea it is conscious of. But if
Spinoza is not espousing a kind of higher-order theory, what
might an account of consciousness identifying consciousness
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with having an idea of an idea look like? To answer this we
need to look at Spinoza’s employment of the conceptual
distinction and the sense in which an idea of an idea is the
“form” of the idea it is of.

When Spinoza says of the mind and its body in EIVp8d that
they are one and the same thing conceived in two ways, and so
only conceptually distinct, he does not mean that the mind and
body are strictly identical and only distinct with respect to our
thought about them, as we might say that my niece and my
brother’s daughter are only conceptually distinct.’” A conceptual
distinction, as Spinoza understands it, is not merely a distinction
between two ways of conceiving one and the same thing. While
this characterization may reflect the historical understanding of
this distinction, Spinoza understands it to represent a distine-
tion in fact that is independent of the mind conceiving it.

Modes are affections or modifications of the attributes
(EIdef5), and the attributes are really distinct (EIp10), so a
mode or modification of one attribute is distinct from that same
mode as an affection or modification of another attribute.!®
When we comprehend a mode under the attribute of extension,
for instance, we are capturing the mode in one of the ways in
which it expresses itself. Were we to comprehend the same
mode under the attribute of thought, we would be capturing the
mode in one of its other ways of being expressed, and so on for
whatever other attributes the mode is expressed through. In
each case we comprehend one of the ways the mode itself is or
is expressed; the mode itself is so distinguished, and this
distinction is captured in the comprehension of it under its
various attributes.!® Yet the different conceptions of a mode
under various attributes are all conceptions of one and the
same mode. So a mode is numerically identical with its expres-
sions under or through each attribute, but not strictly identical
since a factual-though-not-numeric distinction holds between
the mode as it is expressed through each attribute. This is the
basis for Spinoza’s understanding of the conceptual distinction
—that one thing can be truly conceived in different ways.*

Now we need to understand what it means to describe an
idea of an idea as the “form” of the idea. When Spinoza charac-
terizes an idea of an idea in EIIp21s as “the form of the idea
insofar as this is considered as a mode of thinking without
relation to the object,” he means, in part, that the mind
entertains the idea only as an idea. An idea of an idea is an
awareness of an idea independent of its object—it is the idea
conceived autonomously, that is, apart from its correspondent
body. “Form” designates the idea as an idea but not an object.
This is the sense of Spinoza’s characterization of an idea of an
idea as the “form” of an idea.

These two points—that an idea of an idea is conceptually
distinct but numerically the same as the idea it is of, and that
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an idea of an idea is a consideration of an idea apart from its
object—are sensible enough on their own, but things get a little
tricky when we combine them. For starters, to say that an idea
of an idea and the idea it is of are conceptually distinct means
that a single idea may be conceived, and truly so, either as an
idea that is an idea of an object or as an idea that is an idea of
itself as an idea alone. An idea of an idea is the idea considered
apart from its object, but this consideration of the idea is only
conceptually distinct from the idea considered; factually, the
considering and the considered are two aspects or conceptions of
a single numeric idea. The implication, as I see it, is that an
idea of an idea is an idea’s consideration or awareness of itself
as an idea and apart from its object; an idea of an idea is an
idea’s being aware of itself as an idea. There is a conceptual
distinction between an idea’s being conscious and what it is
conscious of, but each of these are aspects of one and the same
idea. This is how the doctrine of ideas of ideas, at least as argued
for here, is able to proffer an initial sketch of consciousness.

While this sketch explains how it is that ideas of ideas may
account for consciousness, it does little to explain why some
minds are conscious but others are not. Nor does it explain how
consciousness arises in those minds fortunate enough to have it.
In the next section I draw out from the Ethics how consciousness
arises in human minds. With this we see more clearly how
Spinoza construes consciousness as an internal feature of the
mind (or idea) that is conscious, and with this we will then be
able understand how conscicusness is restricted to those minds
capable of being sufficiently internally configured. With this we
will have Spinoza’s best account of the distinction between
conscious and nonconscious minds.

4, What is it for a human mind
to be conscious?

It is not until EIIp22, where Spinoza introduces the notion of
an idea of an idea of an affection, that an account of conscious-
ness reveals itself in the geometric fabric of the Ethics.?! Until
then we have only learned what the human mind is, and what
an idea of an idea is. In EIIp20 we learn that the idea of the
mind, insofar as it is the same as the idea of the body, is the
complex idea constituted by the various ideas of the body. This
complex idea follows in God in the same way in which the body,
which is likewise a complex mode consisting of other bodies,
follows in God. In EIIp21 and E11p21s we learn that the idea
of the mind and the mind itself are one and the same thing
conceived in two ways. At this point we were able to propose
that an idea of an idea, that is, an idea of a mind, is the mind’s
self-awareness, but nothing in the text thus far explains how
this might actually arise in certain minds. The threshold to an
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account of consciousness is crossed, I suggest, by Spinoza’s
mention of the human mind’s ability to perceive “not only the
affections of the body, but also the ideas of these affections” in
EIIp22. This is because this is the first instance in which a
mind is capable of forming ideas of its own (mental) states,
and this is what it is to be self-conscious, that is, to be self-
aware.

To make sense of EIIp22, we need first to understand what
an affection is, and then to clarify what it means to have a
perception of the idea of one. By “affection” Spinoza means
something like an expression, alteration, or change of substance
or one of its modes.?? Modes, for instance, are characterized as
affections or expressions of substance (EIdef5), and individual
modes are themselves further composed of affections insofar as
they undergo change and alterations within themselves
(EIIIdef3). These changes or alterations, furthermore, are how
the body’s power is increased or diminished, and like the modes
they express and substance they are expressions of, affections
are both thinking and extended (EIIldef3). Affections, then, are
the flux of substance, and like substance, they are expressed
through both (all) attributes.

Let this suffice for a brief explanation of an affection. What
is it to perceive an idea of an affection? An affection of the
human body is the body’s being affected in some way, that is,
the body’s undergoing some event or change. The idea of this
affection is the idea of the event or alteration in the mind—the
alteration conceived through the attribute of Thought. But what
of the perception of the idea of an affection? In the demonstra-
tion to EIIp22 Spinoza refers to the perception of the idea of an
affection as the idea of the idea of an affection. To perceive the
idea of an affection, then, is to form an idea of the idea of that
affection. This is the affection’s being self-conscious, so the idea
of an affection is an affection’s being self-conscious, and this is
the first instance of genuine consciousness in the Ethics.

If this is what it is for an affection of a human mind to be
conscious—to have the idea of itself as the idea that it is—then
what does it mean to say that the human mind itself is
conscious? Spinoza has indicated in EIIp21 and E11p21s that
there is an idea of an idea for the idea that is the human mind.
The question is whether, and if so how, we can extend the
introduction of conscious affections in EIIp22 to conscious
minds. Consider, for example, being aware of a pain. A pain is
an affection, and the idea of the idea of that affection is the
pain’s self-awareness. So far, however, it is only my skinned
knee, for instance, that is aware of its pain. And this seems
right, since when I skin my knee it is my knee and the idea of
my knee from which pain registers. To understand the con-
sciousness of the human mind, then, we need to consider the
relation between it and its conscious affections.
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When any one of the many ideas that are of the human body
are affected in some way, so is the idea of the body as a whole,
that is, the mind. This is because the mind is the totality of the
ideas of the body; if one of the ideas composing the mind under-
goes some affection or change, then so does the mind itself
undergo some affection or change. Spinoza suggests as much in
EIIp23 where he describes the mind’s self-awareness as arising
from the awareness of the ideas of its affections. He writes that
“the mind does not know itself, except insofar as it perceives the
ideas of the affections of the body” (EIIp23).2® So the mind is
s;lf—aware only through the self-awareness of its constituent
ideas.

But this raises a question: Is the mind conscious in virtue of
having affections that are themselves conscious, or does the
mind become conscious by forming ideas of its already self-
aware affections? In other words, is the mind’s being conscious
constituted by the consciousness of its affections, or is it
something over and above these? Both seem appropriate, but
does that mean that being conscious of an affection is both the
affection’s forming an idea of itself and the mind forming an
idea of this affection? If these are taken to be two separate
processes, then Spinoza’s account of consciousness would seem
overly convoluted. Closer inspection reveals that the mind is
conscious in virtue of its affections’ being conscious. This is
because the mind’s ideas of its affections just are the affections’
ideas of themselves. This can be explained by recalling that for
Spinoza the idea of the mind is a composite of a great many
number of other ideas. The mind’s awareness of some affection,
then, is the affection’s self-awareness, which is (also) an idea in
the mind. So while the mind is what is conscious, it is
nevertheless more accurate to say that it is the ideas that
compose the mind that are conscious and that the mind is
conscious in virtue of these.

Now this is right with respect to the mind’s being conscious
or aware of its affections, but what of the mind’s awareness of
itself as the complex idea that it is? Nothing we have said
excludes there being an idea of the mind that is the mind’s self-
awareness. In fact, this is precisely what Spinoza means by “the
idea of the mind” in EIIp21 and Ellp21s: The idea of the mind
is an idea of an idea, and this is the mind’s self-awareness. So
not only is the mind aware of its affections in virtue of those
affections being aware of themselves, but so is the mind itself
self-aware since there is also for it an idea—the idea of the
mind. With this we have explained what consciousness is for
Spinoza, as well as how consciousness arises. All that remains
is to use this to address what distinguishes conscious from
nonconscious minds.
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5. What distinguishes conscious
from nonconscious minds?

We were able in the last section to construct an account of what
consciousness is, both for an individual idea or mental state and
the mind it is an idea in. The conclusion thus far, then, is that a
conscious idea or mind is one with the capacity to form an idea
of itself, where forming such an idea is an idea or mind’s being
gelf-aware. The question we now need to answer is why certain
ideas are so able but others are not?

For starters, note that Spinoza does not claim that the human
mind is conscious of all of its ideas. His claim in EIIp22 is
rather that the human mind is capable of forming ideas of its
affections, and as we have seen, affections are the alterations or
changes of a mind (and body), so if the mind is conscious only of
its affections, then it is conscious only of those states of its
mind in the process of some alteration or change. This suggests
that the mind is not conscious of its fixed states, which is
confirmed in the proposition following EIIp22 where Spinoza
argues that “the mind does not know itself, except insofar as it
perceives the ideas of the affections of the body” (EIIp23).

Second, it is not obvious that the mind is conscious of each
of its affections. Spinoza states that the human mind perceives
the ideas of its affections but does not specify whether this
applies to some or all of them. It is reasonable, moreover, to
suppose that he did not intend to state that we are conscious of
every alteration or change of our mind and body. So the human
mind is not conscious of its fixed states but only of its affections,
and it is not even conscious of each of these. It is false, then, to
attribute to Spinoza the claim that the human mind is con-
scious of each of its modes, as the excessive objection implies.

In order to determine the basis for the conscious/
nonconscious distinction we need to return to EIIp13s. Recall
that the excessive objection holds that Spinoza’s claim about
human minds being conscious is generalizable to all minds.
After noting that the discussion of ideas thus far is completely
general and therefore that what is true of the human mind is
true of all ideas, Spinoza adds an important qualification:

However, we also cannot deny that ideas differ among themselves,
as the objects themselves do, and that one is more excellent than
the other, and contains more reality, just as the object of the one
is more excellent than the object of the other and contains more
reality. (E1Ip13s)

Spinoza continues by noting that “to determine what is the
difference between the human mind and the others, and how it
surpasses them it is necessary for us ... to know the nature of
its object” (ElIp13s). Spinoza’s point is that given his
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parallelism thesis, whatever attribute-neutral fact is true of a
body is also true of its corresponding mind (and vice versa), and
since the object of an idea is more easily understood than the
idea itself, we can determine the difference between human and
other minds by understanding the differences in their corres-
ponding objects or bodies. So whatever it is in virtue of which
human minds are more real or excellent than other minds, we
can understand by considering whatever it is that likewise
makes their bodies more real or excellent than other bodies.
Despite a reluctance to provide a detailed account of the
distinction between human and other minds,? Spinoza does
proffer a general one: “I say this in general, that in proportion
as a body is more capable than others 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”
(EIlp13s). Given what we have already said about conscious-
ness—namely, that a mind is conscious on account of its forming
ideas of the ideas of its affections—Spinoza may have in mind
the notion that a mind that is able to perceive its own mental
states is more real or excellent than one that is not so able.

All of this suggests that EIIp13s is a kind of turning point in
EII. Spinoza has thus far discussed the relation between
Thought and Extension and the nature of ideas generally. In the
digression on bodies he will do the same for the general nature
of bodies, that is, modes conceived under the attribute of
extension. But in EIIp13s, as with the latter portion of the
digression on bodies beginning with the consideration of
different types of individuals (EIIp1317s), Spinoza departs from
the generality thesis and directs his further meditations toward
the nature of the human mind in particular. Given his parallelism
between the attributes, we can expose this difference by con-
sidering the mind or the body—and as I will now show, Spinoza
offers hints at both.

Spinoza hints in the scholium to EIIp13, and explains in
greater detail in the digression on bodies that follows, the
manner in which more complex bodies are more excellent or
real than simpler ones. A complex body, that is, one that is
composed of other complex bodies or “individuals” rather than
merely simple bodies, Spinoza writes, “can be affected in a great
many other ways, and still preserve its nature” (EIIp1317s). The
postulates that follow this specify that the human body is
highly complex (EIIp13posl1-6). The human body, then, is
capable of being affected in a great many ways while retaining
its nature.? The idea is that bodies are more real or excellent
relative to their ability to be affected by, that is, experience, the
world in more ways (so long as they retain their nature in doing
so). So a body that is capable of experiencing more of the world
than another is thereby more real or excellent. The capacity to
hear is an example of a way of experiencing the world, and other
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things being equal, a body that can hear is more real or excellent
than a similar body lacking this capacity. Turning to the mind,
we can see that a similar rationale applies to being conscious.

The correlate in the mind of a body being affected in
different ways, recalling EIIp13s, is the mind’s perceiving many
different kinds of things. Spinoza expands upon this in the
propositions immediately following the digression on bodies.
The human mind is a complex mode consisting of a great many
other individual ideas, and so, is capable of perceiving a great
many things. Because of its complexity, it is also able to form
memories and images of the things it perceives, and can even
recollect earlier ideas.?® Spinoza notes that there is, further-
more, an idea of the human mind, that is, an idea whose content
is the mind itself (EIIp20). That this mind is self-conscious is
then confirmed in EIIp21 (though already implicitly stated in
ElIp20, since the idea of the mind is an idea of an idea). So the
propositions following the digression on bodies elaborate on the
complexity of the human mind and the unique capacities it
enjoys as a consequence. One such way in which the human
mind perceives more of the world than other minds, as we’'ve
seen, is its perceiving its own mental states (EIIp23), and this,
like the other capacities discussed following the digression on
bodies, reflects the human mind’s being more complex than
other minds. So the quality that distinguishes the human mind
from others is its being more complex, and it is from this that
its ability to perceive its own mental states, that is, its ability to
be self-aware, follows. Complexity, then, is the factor that
distinguishes the more real or excellent individuals from the
less. Conscious minds are therefore distinguished from non-
conscious minds on account of their being more complex. This,
as I understand it, is how Spinoza characterizes the distinction
between conscious and nonconscious minds.

How does this fare as a response to the excessive objection?
Proponents of the objection might reply that Spinoza’s is a
bland generalization and that as such it is insufficient to
ground the distinction between conscious and nonconscious
minds. Given what we’ve said thus far, they ought to
acknowledge that Spinoza does indeed have an account of
consciousness that suggests how conscious and nonconscious
minds are to be distinguished, but they may still criticize that
the grounds of his distinction are too vague to suffice as an
adequate response to the objection made. We can press this
worry with the following point: The ideas in the mind that are
self-aware are not as complex as the idea that is the mind. It is
not, then, just the human mind but, rather, ideas in it that are
sufficiently complex to be self-aware, and so, more complex than
any nonconscious mind. If we cast this in terms of “mental
states” rather than “ideas in the mind,” then the claim is that
any self-conscious mental state is itself—the mental state—
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more complex than any nonconscious idea or mind. Where, then,
is the line that distinguishes the sufficiently complex from the
insufficiently complex ideas?

Let’s address the broader worry first—that Spinoza’s
attempt at a distinction is too vague to be adequate. Without a
more precise account of the kinds of complexity involved and
the reasons (or degrees of?) why some minds have it but others
do not, Spinoza’s account is vague, but I understand this as a
virtue of his theory. If we understand consciousness to be a
product of a certain degree of complexity in the mind, a degree
paralieled in the complexity of the body, then it seems fair to
conjecture that determining how and where the transition from
nonconscious to conscious ideas or minds occurs is a matter for
the physical and cognitive sciences. That Spinoza does not
attempt to determine the precise degree or type of complexity
necessary for being conscious is sensible since the contemporary
versions of these sciences are only now beginning to approxi-
mate answers. This is the point of Spinoza’s remark that he
cannot explain, but nor is it necessary to do so, the finer details
of the distinction between human and other minds (EIlp13s). It
is unrealistic to expect that Spinoza should have attempted
to draw the precise distinction himself, and prudent that he
neglected to do so. As long as his appeal to complexity is
coherent, his theory remains a research project open to
empirical support and possibly confirmation.

This is perhaps plausible with respect to distinguishing the
human mind’s being conscious from other nonconscious minds,
but Spinoza’s assertion that ideas or mental states in the mind
are conscious as well puts a significant burden on his theory
since, to remain plausible, he now needs to explain why these
ideas or states in the mind are themselves more complex than
any nonconscious state or mind. It is reasonable to regard the
human mind as more intricate and complex than the minds of
most other modes, but to claim as much of the individual states
or ideas that compose the mind seems a stretch. If Spinoza
cannot explain why ideas in the human mind are more complex
than those of any nonconscious mind then he is stretching his
claim to a distinction grounded in complexity past its breaking
point. Can it really be the case that the idea of the sensation of
the cello bow in my hand, for instance, is itself more complex
than any nonconscious mind?

To see whether this suffices as a worry or not we need to
clarify what is included in a conscious idea of my mind. My
suggestion is that the complaint rests on an oversimplification
of what is included in a conscious idea. Take the idea of the
sensation of the bow in my hand. The idea of the sensation, that
is, the mental state of awareness, is the idea’s being self-aware,
but it is not simply the idea of my hand that is self-aware but,
rather, the idea of my hand as an idea in my mind. Being aware
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of the bow in my hand requires, in other words, the sensation of
the bow, and this arises only by the nerves in my fingers
relaying information to the brain where it is then processed. So
the idea in my mind that is the awareness of the bow in my
hand includes the idea of my hand and the affection felt by the
bow, but it also includes the relaying and processing of this
affection in the mind. As such, an idea of my mind’s being self-
aware requires the interaction of the idea of that part of my
body in conjunction with the processes of my mind, and if we
agree that the human mind is more complex than any noncon-
scious mind, then its being implicated in any conscious idea in
my mind explains how that idea, relying as it does on the
complex mind, is more complex than any nonconscious mind.
Spinoza’s claim that the human mind knows itself through its
perception of its affections suggests that the mind is implicated
in each of its conscious ideas (EIIp23), and with this Spinoza is
able to offer a response to the more pressing worry confronting
his view.

6. Conclusion

Summing up, I have shown that Spinoza’s doctrine of ideas of
ideas has been misinterpreted and that, rightly construed, it
amounts to the claim that an idea of an idea is numerically the
same as the idea it is of, and that this suggests that an idea of
an idea is simply an idea’s being self-aware. I then showed how
Spinoza relies on this doctrine to develop an account of
consciousness, and that built into this account is a distinction
between conscious and nonconscious minds. So by rethinking
his doctrine of ideas of ideas we are able to extract an account
of consciousness that avoids the excessive objection and that
remains plausible as a research project today.?
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! Edwin Curley, Spinoza’s Metaphysics (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1969), 128,
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3 Spinoza’s parallelism thesis is expressed in EIIp7 and EIIp7s.
He there argues that “the order and connection of ideas is the same as
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two, proposition twenty-one demonstration. EIIp1317s refers to part
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thinking thing.” EIIp3 expands on this by arguing that “In God there
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EIII, where Spinoza rejects the conception of a human mind as a
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18 A sharp identification and classification of the real, modal, and
conceptual distinctions in Spinoza’s thought, though important, is
beyond the scope of this paper. My aim here is only to establish that a
mode under one attribute is not strictly identical to the same mode
under another attribute, which I take to be a fairly uncontroversial
reading of Spinoza.
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and at the same time, the ideas of these affections” (EIIIdef3).

2 Spinoza’s remark about the mind’s being aware of its conatus
further supports this. In EITIp9d Spinoza shows that the mind is
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2 T cannot explain [the distinction between human and other
minds] here, nor is that necessary for the things I wish to
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