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Spinoza and Descartes on Judgment

1 argue that Spinoza’s theory of, judgment is, despite important differences, more Cartesian than is
sometimes supposed, In particular, Spinozas theory of judgment agrees with Descartes’ in that they
both ascribe an important role to the will in judgment. This emphasis on the will unites Descartes
and Spinoza against the traditional conception of judgment according 1o which judgment concerns
the logical form of thought and involves no psychological act. Despite this important similarizy
Spinoza adapts Descartes theory of judgment in order to render it compatible with his naturalism
and parallelism by identifying will with intellect. I conclude by considering a problem case for

Spinozds theory of ideas: sense perception.

«The will and the intellect are one and the same» . This surprising claim, which
Spinoza advances in 1IP49S of his Fthics, asserts that where most philosophers had
previously seen two distinct powers or faculties of the mind there is in fact only one.
Traditionally, the intellect is the faculty by which we come to know things; its oper-
ations include judgment, belief, and cognition. The will, on the other hand, is the
faculty of inclination, desire, passion, appetite, etc. Our ability to know things and
our capacity for desire seem, on the face of it, quite distinct. What then leads Spinoza
to identify these two powers with one another? In what follows, T shall argue that this
identification is both inspired by and offers a critique of Descartes’ new theory of
judgment. Prior to Descartes, the predominant theory of judgment was Atistode’s
according to which judgment was a matter of the logical form of chought. More

X Voluntas, & intellectus unum, & idem suno. All citations from Spinoza are from Spinoza
Opera, ed. C. Gebhard, 4 vols., Heidelberg, Carl Winter, 1925, (G hereafter). English transla-
tons are from Edwin Curley ed. and trans., The Complete Works of Spinoza, vol. 1, Princeton,
Princeton University Press, 1985, with occasional modifications. Translations from the Tractus
Theologic-Politicus and the Tactatus Politicus are my own. In citations from the Ehics, T use the
following abbreviations: roman numerals refer to parts; ‘P means proposition; “C’ means corol-
lary; ‘S’ means scholium; e.g. ‘EIVP37S’ means Frhics, part IV, proposition 37, scholium.
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specifically, chose thoughts which involve the attribution of a predicate to a subject
were classified as judgments. Descartes breaks with this tradition by making 'qu -
ment not a matter of the logical form of the content of thought, but an act oJf W?ll
directed toward an idea, viz. an affirmation or negation. Spinoza follows Descartes
in mabng the{ will central to his account of cognition, but modifies Descartes’ theo-
ry in ways which make it compatible both with his overarching commitment to nat-
uralism and with central tenets of his metaphysics and philosophy and mind. The
end result is a theory which is neither Cartesian nor Aristotelian; instead it forms a
new conception of cognition which renders possible a mechanistic psychology par-
allel, under the attribute of thought, to mechanistic physics. TP

1 Thomas on Intellect, Will, and Judgment

Let us look more closely at the Aristotelian conception of judgment as articu-
lated by one of the more influential representatives of that tradition, Thomas
Aquinas. Thomas defines the intellect as the power of the soul through which we
come to have cognitive access to the world, or the means by which the world is pre-
sented to our understanding”. The aspect of the world available to our incellect
according to him, is substantial and accidental for°. The first operation of the intel-
lect is that by which the accidental and substantial forms of things are presented to
the intellect. When this happens, the soul literally acquires the form of the objects of
cognition without the matter. }

The second opetation of the intellect is called judgment. As a result of the first
operation of the intellect, the mind has access to various substantial and accidental
forms. At this point the objects of cognition are neither true nor false; we might sa
that the products of the first operation of the intellect are more like termgs thar}ll
propositions. The intellect gains truth-evaluable objects through conjoining or sepa-
rating, an operation that Thomas calls judgment *. This operation of the intellect
joins or separates the forms into subjects and predicates. For example, if T have, as a
result of the first operation of the intellect, the intelligible species % and F, then 1
might also have, as a result of the second operation or judgment, the idea % isF.

Judgment can also happen in a second-order or reflective manner; that is, we can
make judgments about our judgments. Judgments of this type generally relate to the
truth value of first-order judgments. For example, «‘ is F is true» is a reflexive judgment
of this sort’. One arrives at such judgments in one of two ways. First, if a first-order judg-

2 Summa Theologiae (ST hereafier), 184.1 (in O, ) raphi

. , 1.84. Jpera omnia, vol. IV, R . ex T h
Poliglotta S. C. De Propaganda Fide, 1888, pp. 313-314). o S RO
ST 1.75.5, 84.1, 85.2 (ed. cit., pp. 201-202, 313-314, 333-335).
ST 1.16.2 (ed. cit., p. 208)
Qu.aest‘zm?es disputatae de verirate (QDV hereafter), 1.9 (in Opera omnia, vol. XXII, Roma,
Editori di San Tommaso, 1975, pp. 29-30), ST 1.16.2 (ed. cit., p. 208). )
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ment involves predicating an essential property to a subject, then the judgment is known
through itself (per se nota) to be true. For example, that <human beings are rational ani-
mals» is known through itself to be true because razional animal is the real definition of
human being, 1.e. it constitutes the real nature of human beings®. Second, a first order-
judgment can be justified if it can follow deductively from premises that either are them-
selves conclusions arrived at deductively or are real definitions per se nota’.

Notice that nowhere in his account of intellect or judgment does Thomas make
mention of the will. For the most part the will pertains exclusively to the appetitive
faculty of the soul and does not bear upon operations of the intellect such as abstrac-
tion or judgement®. There is, however, an important exception. Where the truth of a
judgment is neither per se nota nor demonstrable from per s nota premises, but where
belief in the judgment is a necessary means to an end, the will can determine the intel-
lect to belief. This circumstance obtains in the case of religious faith. The truth of
revealed scripture is not per se nota nor derivable from per se nota premises (because we
can not see God in this life or infer knowledge of his nature from anything else direct-
ly knowable by us) but belief is a necessary means to the end of salvation. Therefore
we can affirm the truth of revealed scripture through an act of will.

> Descartes on Intellect, Will, and Judgment

Descartes emphatically rejects the traditional Aristotelian account of judgement.
For him, a judgement is more than applying a predicate to a subject. It involves an act
of will — an affirmation or negation — in cooperation with the intellect; as we have seen,
for the traditional account, on the contrary, judgment is an exclusively intellectual
affair. According to Descartes, the intellect is the faculty of perception; by this he means
not only sense perception, but also perception of universals, bodily self-awareness, imag-
ination, and memory — all the modes whereby we apprehend ideas. To this extent,
Descartes’ notion of intellect is similar to that of Thomas. But Descartes differs from
Thomas in that he does not consider any of these perceptions to be judgments. Instead,
these ideas must be affirmed by an act of will in order to become judgments.

Why does Descartes think that the will, which is traditionally held to concern
practical rather than theoretical matters, pervades our intellectual life as an essential

6 Sententia super Posteriora analytica (PA hereafter), 1.19.5, 1.10, 1.33, 11.2.11 (in Opera omnia, vol.
I, Romae, ex Typographia Polyglotéa S. C. De Propaganda Fide, 1882, pp. 263, 208-211, 318-
324, 330).

7 PA 1.4.9 (ed. cit., pp. 179-181). The preceding is heavily indebted to S. MacDonaLp, Theory
of Knowledge, in N. Krerzman (ed.), Cambridge Companion to Aquinas, New York, Cambridge
University Press, 1993, for an illuminating treatment of Thomas epistemology.

8 However, Thomas maintains that the will does move the intellect, for example, when someone
undertakes to learn something new. But the intellectual operations by which this learning takes
place, abstraction and judgement, do not involve the will.
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component of judgment? The answer stems from the need to make the evident fact of
hurngn error_consistent with the metaphysical picture sketched in the first three
Medizations. Descartes views the wotld, ourselves included, as the creation of an omnipo-
tent and benevolent God. How then do we ever make mistakes? The problem pfor
Descartes, is particularly acute because, unlike Thomas, Descartes sees our sensory access
to the world as rife with potential error. Our senses present the world to us as though it
possessed all kinds of qualitative features — for example, as if it were red, and hot, and
painful, as in the case of fire — which it in fact does not. The physical world trul;r has
only the qualities of size, shape, and motion. Every other quality perceived by us involves
a misrepresentation of the physical world, and a temptation to error. What could
account for this kind of widespread misrepresentation if we ate, in fact, creatures of God?

~ According to Descartes, God gives us the resources to lead error free lives. He
gives us criteria for recognizing true ideas and the power to affirm only those ideas
Clarity and distinctness are the infallible criteria of truth, and we affirm or deny ideas
by means of our own free will. These two things in conjunction suffice to make it
possible for us to never err, and relieve God of any responsibility when we do
Because our wills are infinite and our intellects finite, we are prone to err by affirm-
ing things not clearly and distinctly grasped by the intellect, but this is a misuse of
faculties which, when correctly employed, never mislead.

Although the prime motivation behind Descartes’ theory of judgment is to
show that God is not responsible for our errors, his account has a number of virtues
that will appeal to philosophers who might not share Descartes’ theological preoc-
cupations. In order to render his theory of judgement more plausible, Descartes
points out that just perceiving an idea does not commit us to judging it true or false.
That is, merely ascribing a predicate to a subject does not amount to a judgement
or an assertion of its truth. This is evident when we suppose something for the sake
of argument, consider a hypothesis, or doubt something without asserting its falsity.

~ In addition to finding this an intuitively plausible description of judgment, we
might also discern here an anticipation of a trenchant critique of the traditional the-
ory of judgement, first made by Frege. The sentence

‘Saturn is larger than Mars.’

ascribes a predicate to a subject, so it must be, according to the traditional view,

a judgement. Buc when this sentence appears again as the antecedent of a condi-
tional, e.g.: '

‘If Saturn is larger than Mars, then Saturn is larger than Mercury!

it no longer expresses a judgment, although its logical form is unaltered. It will
not do to argue that when functioning as the antecedent of a conditional, the logi-
cal form of the sentence, despite the superficial appearance to the contrary, has
changed, and no longer involves predication. If the first sentence is a predication and

e ol o e SR . ot —
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the second is not, then we would not be entitled to infer g from ifp then g and p.
Becausc p is a predication when it stands alone and not when it is the antecedent of
a conditional, such an inference would involve an equivocation”.

One way out of this dilemma is to hold that something more than logical form
is required for judgment. On Descartes theory, that something more is the will
Judgments require and act of will in order for us to affirm the idea or proposition in
question. But why does Descartes settle upon the will? Might not there be some
independent faculty of affirming and denying that is unrelated to the will? First and
foremost, his aim is epistemological theodicy, and freedom of the will is a tried and
true way of denying God’s responsibility for evil. Our cognitive sins are our own,
since our judgments rely upon our free will.

But the will has additional features which make it an attractive candidate for
making predications into judgments. As David Rosenthal has pointed out, there are 2
number of similarities between conatative and cognitive attitudes which suggest that
the same faculty is at work in both . First of all, conarative mental acts, e.g. desires, dif-
fer in intensity or strength. I may, for example, passionately desire something with all
my heart, or [ may regard it with only mild affection. Furthermore, this difference in
intensity is important to the explanation of action. The more strongly I desire some-
thing, the greater burdens I will be prepared to endure, the greater the effort I will be
willing to make. What is more, intensity differentially responds to features of the thing
desired. The more I think something good, or attractive, the more strongly I desire it.

Cognitive attitudes exhibit the same features. We believe, judge, assent, etc., with
differing intensities. I am, for example, much more strongly convinced that 2+2=4 than
that paying down the national debt will result in economic growth. This difference in
intensity is expressed in the ways in which such judgements contribute to action. I am
much more likely to perform actions, the success of which depends upon more certain
propositions, than I am to perform those which rely upon more dubious ones. A strong
desire in conjunction with a weak belief is no more likely to result in action than a weak
desire coupled with a strong belief. Moreover, the strength or weakness of judgments
responds to certain features of the what is judged. Just as desires are stronger when their
objects are more attractive, judgments are made with more conviction when their
objects are more plausible. On Descartes’ view, clarity and distinctness are the criteria of
plausibility. The greater the clarity and distinctness, the greater my inclination to believe.
Ideas which are maximally clear and distinct, according to Descartes, must be believed.
“This in no way compromises the supposed freedom of the will, since, according to him,

freedom of indifference is only the lowest grade of freedom of the will . When my will

9 For an excellent discussion of this problem, see R. Branpow, Asserting, Nousy, XV1I, 1983, pp.
637-650.
10 D.M. ROSENTHAL, Will and the Theory of Judgment, in A. OKSENBERG RORTY (ed.), Essays on
 Descartes «Meditations», Berkeley, University of California Press, 1986, pp. 405-434.
1 AT VIISS8.
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is ineluctably drawn to affirm or pursue some object because its truth or goodness
clearly maplfested, then the will acts for its own reasons (i.e., according to itsgown natuarlg
and so enjoys the freedom of spontaneity 2. In fact, this spontaneity is greater, and th
the freedom of the will is greater, the less indifference the will feels toward the ideaslﬁ
aﬁ‘{rm§ or denies . When an idea is manifestly neither true, not false, then the freedom
of indifference comes into play. A well governed will suspends judgm’ents on such o .
sions, but hubris, laziness, self-deception, or other vicious cognitive habits can brin (;Crilc_e
to affirm or deny in the absence of compelling reasons for doing so. In this wa v?e ar
prone to error despite being the creatures of an omnipotent and benevolent G(}),,d )

3 Spinoza’s Identification of Will and Intellect

Spinozas identification of the will and intellect sharply distingui i
both the Aristotelian and the Cartesian. Unlike Thomas W%Z iﬁ? 2?11;5: :::v};rerll ffﬁgj
ited role for the will in intellectual operations such as judgment, and unlike Des)c’:artes
who sees the will and intellect as both involved in judgment, but as two distinct com-
ponents, Spinoza thinks that will is identical to intellect. Nonetheless, Spinozas theo-
ry of judgment has clearly Cartesian roots in that it gives a prominent’ role to the will
AsTshallargue, Spinoza retains this Cartesian innovation while at the same time pur, -
ing it of elements incompatible both with his commitment to naturalism andpwitgh
some of the most basic tenets of his metaphysics and philosophy of mind

Let us first look more closely at Spinoza’s explicitly stated reasons for identify-

ing the will and the intellect. This identificati
9 it e ect. This identification first appears as a corollary to propo-

In Fhe mm.d th@re is no _volitioﬁ, or [sive] affirmation and negation, except that
which the idea involves insofar as it is an idea !,

As will becom§ clear when we look at its demonstration, Spinoza intends to
make two related claims in this corollary: (1) there is no species of volition (affirma-
tion, negation, etc.) without a concomitant idea which serves as the obiject of such
attitude. (2) all ideas as such involve some affirmation. oo

The first claim says nothing very controversial and amounts to little more than
orthodox Cartesian doctrine . Basically, it means that you cannot believe without

12 AT VII 59.
13 Jbid.

I4 «IH MCI]CC nuﬂa datur VOIIU(), Stve aﬁ rmario. & negatio practer 1 lam q] 1a2im 1gea, quatenus ldea
1 s 1
. l .
S g P 4 Id > g

15 SeeLE. CLIJRLEY, Spinozfz and Descartes on the Etbics of Belief, in E. FREEDMAN — M. MANDELBAUM
{eds.), Spinoza: Essays in Interpretation, LaSalle, Open Court, 1975, p.169, and M. DELLA Rocca,
The Power of an Ildea: Spinozat Critigue of Pure Will, unpublished, p. 2.
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believing something; likewise you cannot desire without likewise desiring something.
Such attitudes require objects.

The second claim, on the contrary, is both novel and tendentious. It says that
an idea as such involves an attitude, viz. affirmation, and there is no additional mode
of thought, e.g., an act of will, that accounts for it. Simply having an idea entails, all
by itself, that you also affirm it. Note that both Thomas and Descartes would reject
this claim. Descartes would reject it because he conceives of ideas as modes of a pas-
sive faculty, the intellect. It would make little sense to say that a mode of a passive
faculty as such involves some activity (affirmation or negation). Thomas would reject
it because he thinks that the will is largely irrelevant to the operations of the intellect
except in the special case of religious faith. Under ordinary circumstances, an attitude
like affirmation is unnecessary for thought. The logical form of the representational
content of an idea indicates whether or not a particular idea constitutes a judgment
(i.e., contents of the form x is Fare judgments).

Tn the ensuing demonstration of this proposition, Spinoza considers the case of
the volition by which someone affirms that the sum of the angles of a tiangle are
equal to two right angles. He attempts to show that the volitions cannot be a sepa-
rate mode of thought distinct from the idea which it affirms. Rather, the idea itself
must involve an affirmation as an intrinsic feature. He writes:

This affirmation involves the concep, or idea, of the triangle, i.e., it cannot be
conceived without the idea of the triangle. For to say that A must involve the
concept of B is the same as to say that A cannot be conceived without B. Further,
this affirmation (by A3) also cannot be without the idea of the triangle.
Therefore, this affirmation can neither be nor be conceived without the idea of
the triangle.

Next, this idea of the triangle must involve this same affirmation, viz., that its
three angles equal two right angles. So conversely, this idea of the triangle also
can neither be nor be conceived withour this affirmation.

So (by D2) this affirmation pertains to the essence of the idea of the triangle, and
is nothing beyond it. And what we have said concerning this volition (since we
have selected it at random), must be said concerning any volition, viz. that it is
nothing apart from the idea, q.e.d. '

16  «Haec affirmatio conceptum, sive, ideam trianguli involvit, hoc est, sine idea trianguli non ptest
concipi. Idem enim est, si dicam, quod A conceptum B debeat involvere, ac quod A sine B non
possit concipi. Deinde haec affirmatio (per Axiom. 3. hujus) non potest etiam sine idea trianguli
esse. Haec ergo affirmatio sine idea trianguli nec esse, nec concipi ptest. Porro haec trianguli idea,
hanc eandem affirmationem involvere debet, nempe, quod tres ejus anguli aequentur duobus
rectis. Quare & vice versa haec tranguli idea, sine hac affirmatione nec esse, nec concipi potest,
adeoque (per Defin. 2. hujus) haec affirmatio ad essentiam ideae trianguli pertinet, nec aliud
practer ipsam est. Et quod de hac volitione diximus {quandoquidem eam ad libitum sump-
simus), dicendum etiam est de quacunque volitione, nempe, qoud praeter ideam nihil sit.

Q.ED»
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17 . BenetT, A Study of Spinozas «Exhics i i
. s », Indianapolis, H ;
Spinoza and Descartes on the Ethics of Belief, cit., p.lGPE;).  Hackern 1854, p. 162 £, G

18 M. Drua Rocca, The Power i
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o Deuia R : / p ed). My argument in the next section is
" EH%(; ;S.ase on the interpretation that Della Rocca sets out in this paper.
20 EIP31.
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tioned by external causes (i.e., it is not absolutely free)*', (4) God produces no effect
through freedom of the will 2, (5) belief in free will results from ignorance of the
causes of action?, and (6) willing is a form of mental action*.

These amount to little more than a loose collection of remarks concerning
cither some characteristic of the divine will (which does not directly concern us
here) or the fact the will is not free. Reflections such as these do not amount to any
definite notion of will and do little to help us understand the identification assert-
ed in TIP49C. In fact, not until Part III does Spinoza explicitly define the will
«When this striving [to persevere in being] is related only to the mind it is called
wills . That is, the will manifests the conatus under the ateribute of thought. The
dialectical structure of the Etbics prevents Spinoza from mentioning the conatus
prior to IIIP6 (since he cannot help himself to a proposition that he has yet to
demonstrate), but dlearly a firll understanding of many of the topics he discusses
prior to that proposition (¢.g. the will) depend upon it. For this reason, I propose
that we can better understand the claim that the will and intellect are one and the
same thing if we take what we learn about the will in the latter pasts of the Ethics
and retrospectively read that back into the discussion of cognition in Part I1. In this
way, we shall be able to clarify certain features of Spinozd’s cognitive psychology

only hinted at by TIP49C.

3.1 IDEAS, WILL, AND AcrIiON

Although, as noted above, Spinoza does not define the will undl part IIL,
already in 11P48, he indicates something about the nature of the will important for
understanding his identification of intellect and will. He writes:

The mind is a certain and determinate mode of thinking (by P11), and so (by
IP17C2) cannor be a free cause of its own actions, or [sive] it cannot have an
absolute faculty of willing and not willing™.

Here Spinoza tells us that since the mind is a certain and determinate mode of
thought, it cannot be a free cause of its actions, i.e. it cannot fhave an absolute facul-
ty of will. It is not absolutely clear how to construe this, but one natural way is to

21  EIP32.
22 EIP32ClL
23  EIIP35.
24  EIIP48D.
25 EINIPYS.

26  «Mens certus, & determinatus modus cogitandi est (per Prop. 11. hujus), adeoque (per Coroll. 2.
Prop. 17. p. 1) suarum actionum non potest esse causa libera, sive absolutam facultarem volendi

& nolendi habere non potest.
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inadequate ones, we can surmise that he here intends ‘ction’ in its weak sense, L.e.
effects that are at least partially caused by the mind. That is, all ideas are at least pas-
tially caused by the mind.

11ID2 defines the conditions under which we act in the strong sense; we act in
this way when we are the adequate cause of an effect. In the weaker sense that
Spinoza often employs, we act when we are the cause, either the adequate or partial,
of an effect. Let these conditions define an agent. Thus, agents come in two varieties,
strong and weak. Unless otherwise specified, every reference to an agent will be neu-
tral with respect to strong or weak action. As the agent is a cause, it produces an
offect. Let us call this effect the action. Each and every mode is thus an agent, because
from every mode some effect follows, i.e. is a cause®. Likewise, each and every mode
is also an action, because every mode follows causally from some antecedent mode?".
In this way, an idea is an action of the mind insofar as antecedent ideas conforming
to the mind’s nature cause it, at least partially, to exist. Similarly, each idea is also an
agent insofar as it will determine new modes of thought to exist.

Thus the activity of the mind is understood in causal terms. Now Spinoza
understands causation (as it pertains to modes) as following from the conatus. He

writes:

From the given essence of each thing, some things necessarily follow (by 1P36),
and things are able to produce nothing but what follows necessarily from their
determinate nature (by 1P29). So the power of each thing, or the striving by
which it (either alone or with others) does anything, or strives to do anything —
that is (by P6), the power or striving [conatus] by which it strives to persevere in
its being, is nothing but the given, or actual, essence of the thing itself 22,

The argument here rests on two premises: (1) that a thing produces those
things which follow from its essence; and (2) the power whereby a thing does some-
thing is its conatus. Therefore, Spinoza concludes, the conatus is the essence which
determines the causal properties of a thing. Every mode produces those effects which
help it persevere in existence.

Now we can say why Spinoza thinks that intellect and will are one and the same
thing. Since every mode produces those effects which help it persevere in existence
and every idea is a mode, every idea has causal properties determined by its conatus.

30 EIP36.
31 EIP28.
32 «Ex dara cujuscunque rei essentia quaedam neccessario sequuntur (per Prop. 36. P I, nec res

aliud possunt, quam id, quod ex determinata carum natura necessario sequitur (per Prop. 29.
P I); quare cujuscunque rei potentia, sive conatus, quo ipsa vel sola, vel cum aliis quidquam agit,
vel agere conatur, hoc est (per Prop. 6. hujus) potentia, sive conatus, quO in sUO esse perseverare
conatur, nihil est praeter ipsius rel datam, sive actualem essentiam. Q.EDw EIIP7.
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This conception of ideas as beliefs retains a valuable feature of the Cartesian
theory of judgment. As discussed earlier, Descartes theory of judgment solves a seri-
ous dilemma regarding the validity of modus ponens which vexes the traditional
notion of judgment. The Cartesian theory eludes the problem by locating judgment
outside of the content of thought, in an attitude or act of the will. Likewise, Spinoza
makes judgment a matter of the will, or striving for self-preservation as it pertains to
the mind. Since modes identical in representational content can differ in the way
their conatus is expressed as a result of the mental context in which they occur (e.g.
the idea that the glass contains turpentine affects the striving of the idea that the glass
contains water), there is no difficulty in understanding how the proposition (or idea)
that p express a judgment when it stands alone as the premise of an argument but
does not when it occurs as the antecedent of a conditional. Since the mental context
is different, the is no difficulty in understanding how the assertoric force differs.

The most obvious complaint that a Cartesian critic of Spinozas theory might
lodge concerns doubt and negation. How can Spinoza explain how it is that we fre-
quently entertain ideas without committing ourselves to their truth or falsity, as
when we consider a hypothesis, suppose things for the sake of argument, or doubt
the truth of an idea without asserting its falsity? How can he explain how it is that
we have ideas which we negate, as when we judge it false that Al Gore is President
of the United States. Our example can help us imagine how Spinoza would answer
these questions. Doubt, or suspension of judgment occurs when we have two oppo-
site ideas of equal strength. If the idea that there is a glass of water is equal in strength

to the idea that it contains turpentine, then we perform neither action (although
both ideas continue to strive for expression). When we negate something, we do not
actually perform an act of negation. Instead we posses an opposed idea of greater
strength, as in the case where the idea that the glass contains turpentine and not
water is stronger than the idea that it contains water.

This suggestion shows the plausibility of Spinozas claim that every idea
involves an affirmation or act of will insofar as ideas motivate action, i.e. publicly
observable behavior, but we should bear in mind that it is meant to apply equally to
mental behavior. Not only do ideas causally produce effects outside of the mind (as
analogy with the neo-pragmatist account of belief would suggest), but they also pro-
duce offects within the mind itself ®. That is, they produce other ideas belonging to
the mind. In this way, ideas are active not only in the sense that they motivate behav-
ior, but also in that they generate further cognitive operations.

Thus when one, for example, works through a logical proof, the transition from
one idea to the next, from axioms and lemmas to theorems, is determined by the cona-
tus. How plausible is it to say that the transitions between ideas which occur during the
course of a logical proof are governed by a striving to persevere in being? Claiming that
a valid logjcal inference is a matter of life and death sounds melodramatic to say the least.

39  EID2.
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that sense perceptions have causal outputs, but also that, in order to have sense per-
ceptions at all, the mind must act. We are not, according to Spinoza, purely passive
with respect to the reception of external stimuli, but our minds actively incorporate
such stimuli, and in this sense not even sense perception is passive.

Spinoza sets out his account of sense perception in propositions 14-17 in Part
11 of his Ethics. First Spinoza establishes the equivalence between the respective capac-
‘ties of the human mind and body to be affected by (and to affect) external causes
and its ability to perceive external causes:

The human mind is capable of perceiving a great many things, and is the more
capable, the more its body can be disposed in a great many ways.

Dem: For the human body (by Post. 3 and 6) is affected in a great many ways
by external bodies, and is disposed to affect external bodies in a great many ways.
But the human mind must perceive everything which happens in the human
body (by P12). Therefore, the human mind is capable of perceiving a great many
things, and is the more capable, as the human body is more capable, g.e.d.”.

The human mind has a greater ability to represent different things the more its
body can be affected by external causes. This claim follows quite directly from the
parallelism. Since God’s power of thinking is equal to his power of acting, whatever
he produces in the attribute of extension will be represented in the attribute of
thought. The mind is the idea of the body; i.e., it is the idea which represents the
body. So if there were a modification or affection of the body which was not repre-
sented by an idea in the mind, then cither there is a mode of extension that is not
represented by any mode of thought (but this would contradict the premise that
God’s power of thinking is equal o his power of acting), or there is a mode of
thought which represents that affection but which is not in the mind (but this would
contradict IIP12 which states that the mind is the idea of the body, i.e. any idea
which represents the human body, a part of the body; or some affection of the body
is ipso facto the human mind, a part of the mind, or an affection of the mind).

But why does Spinoza speak of the capacity that the mind has to represent var-
ious affections of the body in terms of the capacity to perceive many things? Would it
not be more accurate to say that the mind perceives only the body but that its per-
ception of the body varies as the affections of the body vary? By saying that the mind
perceives a great many things, Spinoza seems to imply that the mind represents exter-
nal bodies in addition to the human body. But the claim that the mind is the idea of

40 1P 14: «Mens humana apta est ad plurima percipiendum, & eo aptior, quo ejus Corpus pluribus
modis disponi potest.
Demonstratio: Corpus enim humanum (per Post. 3. ¢ 6) plurimis modis 2 corporibus externis
afficitur, disponiturque ad corpora externa plurimis modis afficiendum. At omnia, quae in
Corpore humano contingunt (per Prop. 12. hujus), Mens humana percipere debet; est ergo Mens
humana apta ad plurima percipiendum, & eo aptior, [Corpus humanum bequamer is}. Q.E.Dw.
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41 bC:;lmegtators have varied indely on how the ways in which a mind might represent both the
)11 ;1;1 lgzgfernal causes whx?h act upon it should be understood. See J. BENNETT, Studb, cit
555-359-. M, DD.E;RLJZDII;IZR, szzoza’: Theory of Ideas, Philosophical Reviews, LXXX) 197}{) pl::
; M. CCA, resentation and 7 7 o ford,
Oxfo Univerty e 906 Zzl o on and the Mind Body Problem in Spinoza, Oxford,
42

«Omnes modi, quil i i i
om exnamm, cq bu§ Z(f);p}ls aliquod ab alio afficitur corpore, ex natura corporis affecti, &
0 . . . ?
rporis atticientis sequuntur; ita ut unum, idemque corpus diversimode movea-

tur pro diversitate i
u p i naturae corporum moventium, et contra ut diversa corpora ab uno, eodemque
rpore diversimode moveantur». (My emphasis) ’ !
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motion and rest of its parts is not disturbed, or (2) if the motion of one or more of its
parts is altered with respect to the whole, but that motion is communicated to the rest
according to the fixed ratio which defines the individual, then the complex body sur-
vives. The new motions imparted to some part or parts of the body and communicat-
ed to its remaining parts according to its fixed ratio result in an affection of the body.

From this we can see how the physiological processes parallel to sense percep-
tion must involve the conatus. If the organs of sense perception of the human body
are affected, that is to say moved, by some external body in such a way that an affec-
dion of the human body results, then the human body must survive the encounter
with the external body. If the human body survives, then the motion which the
organs of sense perception received must be communicated to the other parts of the
body according to the fixed razio of motion and rest which defines the body’s nature.

I contend that the communication of motion according to the body’s ratio of
motion and rest provides an example of conatus-behavior. Reading causal produc-
tivity for suiving (as licensed by I1IP7) and ratio of motion and rest for being (as
licensed by IVD1, IVP8, and TVP39) Spinozas conatus doctrine as it applies to
extended things can be given the following characterization:

Fach human body, insofar as it is in itself, causes, both inside and outside itself,
effects that maintain the pattern of motion and rest which constitutes its nature,
50 long as external causes do not prevent it from doing so.

If one wanted to deny that the communication of motion whereby a complex
individual body survives an encounter with an external cause provides an example of
conatus-behavior, one must assert either: (1) that the communication in question
does not preserve the existence of the body, or (2) such communication is not an
action of the body (i.e. caused (at least partially) by the complex individual body).

Let us consider option (1). Spinoza tells us in ITL7S that communication of
motion according to the body’s ratio allows a part of a complex body to be affected
(i.c. moved) by an external cause while still preserving its nature and the nature of
the body as a whole. Denying that communication of motion according to the
body’s ratio implies preserving its existence, would involve claiming that preserving
the body’s nature does not suffice for preserving its existence. But the nature or
essence of a thing is «that which being given, the thing is also necessarily posited and
which taken away, the thing is also necessarily taken away» . Therefore the preser-
vation of the nature of the thing entails the preservation of the existence of the thing.
For this reason, one cannot deny that the communication of motion according to
the body’s ratio preserves the existence of the thing,

Let us now consider option (2). Is the communication of motion an action of
the body, i.e. is it an effect produced (at least partially) by the body? Cleatly, it is an
effect produced by something. So it is either produced by the body, by something else,

43 1D2.
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or both. If it is produced either by the body or by the body in conjunction with
something else, then it is an action of the body. Therefore, if one wanted to deny that
communication of motion in accordance with the bodies ra#io is an example of cona-
tus-behavior by denying that it is an action of the body, then one must claim that
the communication might be entirely produced by some external cause. Could there
be external causes such as would affect our bodies with a motion that accords coms-
Pletely with our bodies’ ratio? It seems unlikely, but in any event, even if we allowed
this possibility, I think that Spinoza would maintain that the nature of the body pro-
vides part of the explanation of why an encounter with such an external cause results
in the preservation of the bodys existence. That a given external cause produces
motions in my body which maintain its pattern of motion and rest follows from
both the nature of the external cause and my own nature. For it is quite conceivable
that if T had a different nature, the very same external cause would destroy rather than
preserve me. For example, if my nature were different, I mighe shatter like glass
instead of experiencing a painful bump when I fall out of bed. Since the affection
which results from the external cause is in part explained by reference to my own
nature, I am the partial cause of the affection, because, for Spinoza, explanation
implies causation “. Since the nature of my body partially causes the affection, it is
an action (in the weak sense) of my body. Therefore, the transformation of such
motions into motions that are communicated throughout my body in accordance
with its ratio requires an action of the body. That is to say, the occurrence of such
communication is at least partially explained by the nature of our body.

We have seen that the communication of motion associated with sense percep-
tion preserves the body’s existence because communicating the motions that the organs
of sense perception receive from external causes to the rest of the body in accordance
with its 7azi0 maintains the existence of the body. Furthermore, this communication is
an action of the body, in the sense that the body’s nature plays a role in causing this com-
munication (every affection of the human body involves both the nature of the exter-
nal body and the nature of the human body itself; by IIP16). Thus the communication
of motion that occurs within the human body during sense perception is an action of
the body that maintains the 7ti0 of motion and rest obtaining between the parts of the
body — the very definition of the conatus as it pertains to the human body®.

Because Spinoza holds that the order and connection of ideas is the same as the
order and connection of extended things, we can conclude that the conatus must play
the same role, mutatis mutandss, in sense perception as it does in the parallel physio-
logical processes in the attribute of extension. External causes determine some of the

44 EIA4

45 Indeed, Spinoza seems to imply in IVP38 that ability to perceive external things is proportional
to the ability to persevere in existence. That is, the more things we are capable of perceiving, the
greater our power of striving. On the account of the role of conatus in sense perception that I
have given here, the claim made in IVP38 follows.
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i i i ion involves

ideas which form part of the mind to some new affection. Since this affetcl?eo[rll1 .

the nature of these external causes, the ideas reprefse}t;t thf)s(ei c:;llese;s&ezg the mind per-
i ses affect part of the mina, :

s them. Because external cau: ' _ form this
Cervtemust communicate their new affections to the rest of the mlnd in sui}tlion }(f) Bl
preserve the rutio of the mind as a whole. This communication 1S t?lrils iommunica_
Ir)nind which tends toward the preservation of the mind’s ratio; i.e. is commupich
tion amounts to an instance of the striving to persevere in existence, or conars.
will is simply the tendency of ideas to produce effects that help malrrl ain & hgs e
of ideas definitive of our mind’s esse. Every idea that belongs to 1(1);(1:1 mind has st
causal dispositions. For this reason, every 1deafbsf:lgng1r1’g t((l) Ogﬁ?a ind as Such I et

i ienificance of Spinozas 1den :
¢ of will. Thus we see the sig f : el
aﬂ; ihe will — of the cognitive and the appetitive — as it relates to sgnse pe;csz};r)l don.
311 Now one might wonder if Spinoza ever saw the connecuonsh etwcco Lsens afgu
i atter how go -
i that I have described above. No matter .
o e et ehese o i i ever explicitly made them him-
i tions may be, Spinoza never expiic ?
ent in favor of these connec : : c ther i
?ellf So did Spinoza himself really believe that sense perception ‘mvolves
There is evidence that he did. Consider the following passages:

i things
[...] in proportion as a Body is more capable than 0thers of dénpg nj)arzyc : ab%e
al.t' .once or being acted on in many ways at ozce, so its Mind 1s mi p
: . .
than others of perceiving many things at once™.

\X/ llafeve] SO d SI)()SCS l]lC hllIIlaIl P)()dy tha‘ .t can l)e aﬂected .ll a great many
W y 1 1 i i , any ayS iS
ays, or renders it Capable Of affecting CXtCrnal BOdleS ina gteat m \i 2

>

M 47
useful to human beings®.

i i i otion and
Those things are good that bring about the preseérgvatlon of ratio of m
sest the human Body's parts have to one another .

i i ceive
In the first passage Spinoza asserts a correlation :feftwezn %e}:ng able (Io agcelrthird
i i ion and for being affected. The second an

many things and a capacity for action a hg e o acting and
assages say that whatever brings it about that the bo yh ph o for acting an
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| i ' i ith what [ have argued above, .
i reserve its ratio. This accords wi ' : ' ¢ per
tch 6?1,051 draws upon the body’s ability to preserve its 7220 of motlz)ln allle(i{ rzs:he e

facI:)e of countervailing external causes. Thus, Spinoza seems to acknow g

that conatus has in sense perception.

. . .
46 1IP13S: «quo Corpus aliquod reliquis aptius est ad plura simul agendum, vel patiendum, eo ejus

iqui i i ipiendumb.
Mens reliquis apitor est ad plura smn_u! percipien ibus modis posic s
IVP38: «Id, quod Corpus humanum ita disponit, ut plurtous  posic i
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48 IVP39: « Qua

habent, conservetur, bona sunt».

vel quod idem



288  Martin Lin

4.2 SENSE PERCEPTION AND DESIRE: A SUMMARY

e . .
. menli:lcaﬂ;hat Spcllna(ﬁzas 1de;11t1ﬁcat10n of will and intellect means that every idea is
action an mental action can be i
ment; . accounted for in terms of
will. Given this claim, it i ion involved in
. , it is natural to ask, can the kind of al action i i
g e s na ) G nd of mental action involved in
r the transition from one id i
ea to another be plausibl lained i
ter > Tak . plausibly explained in
te ms o(f1 conatus? Taking sense perception as a test case we have seen hovsz Spinoza
ries t;. escribe this operation in terms of conatus. i
e Wl}ﬁz }?f ::Lll,1 tsensle percepgﬁl c;ccurs when the mind has inadequate ideas, i.e
esult, at least partially, from external frect
_ causes. These external affe
or (considered from the point of vi ion) i S to parts of
of view of extension) impart i
the body. According to Spinoza’ P il b o of
4 pinozas account of complex individual bodies, if
of a complex individual bod i i sult of interaction with
y acquires a new motion as a result of i i i
external causes, then this new moti i e res o B
: motion must be communicated to th
: ' o the rest of the bod
mna i i X
ccordance with the fixed ratio governing the motion of the parts of the body. Thi}s’

- - e
thmmu%l}llcatlon results from the striving to persevere in existence exhibited by all
ings. Thus sense perception involves the conatus. ¢

To summarize:

(1) Communication of motion is an action of the body.
8; ﬁ) acé{tlon og the bﬁdy is an effect produced by the body.
ody produces those effects which foll i i
{(4) The conatus is the source of a2 mode’s th(i)x; ?E;Ca;;rl:;fg;u}” from it essence
Eg; ghe essence of any mode is its conatus (by 1 and 4) .
ommunication of motion results from th . b
o) o : : . e conatus (by 1, 2, 3, and 5).
i r(igcs).r er and connection of ideas is the same as the order and connection of
(8) The mental icati i
. e menta Fbr}(l)cgﬁ:n%a%l.lel to the communication of motion also results from
Sense perception is parallel to physiologi i i
) i ! physiological processes involving th, i-
cation of motion received by a part of the body from external fausZsCt(:)n;}IgiZ;t

of the body.

Conclusion:

10 . .
(10) Sense perception results from the conatus in the context of external causes(by

8 and 9).

s Spinoza’s Mechanical Psychology

. Eine have;l seen that Spinoza identifies the will and intellect for a number of rea-
s m.indst, an mﬁ§t importantly, central features of his metaphysics and philosophy
commit him to it. Secondly, it allows him to preserve an important feature

Spinoza and Descartes on Judgment 289

of Descartes’ new theory of judgment without countenancing a faculty of free will.
This second reason points the way to two desiderata of Spinozas philosophy: a nat-
uralistic conception of physics and a mechanistic conception of psychology.

Michael Della Rocea has pointed out how Spinoza’s identification of will and
intellect runs parallel to his naturalistic critique of Cartesian physics. At the end of his
life, Spinoza engages in a correspondence with Tschirnhaus concerning the inadequa-
cy of Descartes’ conception of physics. As is well known, Descartes thinks that mat-
ter is in itself causally inert, and that all change and motion in matter ultimately
derives from divine action. Without the intervention of the divine will, matter would
permanently stand at rest. Spinoza thinks that this conception of matter is too passive,
and that we must think of matter as expressing a divine attribute, that is, divine powet.
Since matter, for Spinoza, expresses divine power, it must itself be active.

Spinoza likely sees the Cartesian understanding of physics as involving the
intervention of a divine will as incompatible with his own basic conception of causal-
ity. According to Spinoza, if one thing is the cause of another, then they can be
understood through one another . This claim is taken to license the inference that
only bodies can causally affect bodies. If non-bodies could causally affect bodies, then
bodies could be understood through non-bodies and vice versa. But this would con-
tradict the explanatory closure of each attribute; no attribute is explained by or
understood through any other ®. If the motions of bodies were explained by the
causal influence of a non-body; e.g. the divine will, the explanatory closure of the
actributes would be violated. Likewise, if ideas were causally affected by non-ideas,
e.g. wills, then the causal and explanatory closure of the attribute of thought would
be violated; thoughts would be caused by non-thoughts. It will not do to claim that
wills are non-representational modes of thought and thus causally determine ideas
from within the attribute of thought. First of all, what would non-representational
thoughts (wills) have in common with representational thoughts (ideas) in virtue of
which they are both comprised by the same attribute? In the absence of an answer to
this question, including both wills and ideas in the same attribute seems arbitrary.
More importantly, Spinoza’s parallelism explicitly rules out non-representational
thoughts. Thought and extension are isomorphic; for every mode of extension there
is 2 mode of thought which represents it, and for every mode of thought there is a
mode of extension whose representation it is. As Spinoza puts it, «whatever follows
formally from Gods infinite nature, follows objectively in God from his idea in the
same order and connection»*'.

The identification of will and intellect has an important further benefit. It allows
Spinoza to simultaneously retain both the Cartesian insight that judgement requires
an act of will and his aspiration for a mechanistic psychology, one that describes the

EIP3D.
so  EIP10, EIIP5, 6.
st EIP7C.
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mind as (}etermined by laws — an automa spirituale®. Recall that a valuable feature of
Descartes’ theory of judgment is that allows ideas with the same representational c .
tent to be given different assertoric forces. Difference in assertoric force is determi Onci
not by logical form or representational content but by an act of will (aPﬁrmatil(l)e
negation, or suspension of judgment). Making judgment an act of will emphasizes tlfll :
similarities between conatative and cognitive mental acts. The greater and lisser inten(f
sity of both are crucial to the explanation of action and track representational featur
(goodness and plausibility respectively) of the ideas toward which they are dil.rcctecelS
This innovation in the theory of judgment is both intuitively plausible and solves an
1mpo?a§t guzzle‘about the logical validity of modus ponens, as discussed above.
e e (})lwn§1de of the Cartesian theory of judgment, for the Spinozistic point
w, is that it posits a mental faculty that stands outside of the natural causal
order. For the purposes of epistemological theodicy, it is important, for Descarte
that our wills are free. That is, they are not determined by the causal ‘order ordainefi
by God. In the case of absolutely clear and distinct ideas, our wills may not be indif-
ferent bet'ween alternatives (and they never go wrong), but for less clea); cut cases, we
must decide to affirm, deny, or suspend judgment. In such cases, there is no | :
principle which determines our will. e
From his earliest writings onward, Spinoza takes his most original contribution
to the philosophy of mind to be the idea that the mind is governed by natural la
This position sharply distinguishes him from Descartes. In his prefac}:’e w© S inows’.
geometrical exposition of Descartes’ Principles, Lodewijk Meyer (a close fl‘iCI;ld aztii
frequent interlocutor of Spinozas), cautions the reader that not every position dis-
cussed in that work is endorsed by Spinoza. He singles out for expli([:)it mention,

Descartes c)onceptlon‘o.f the will and its role in the theory of judgment. In describ-
ing Spinoza’s own position, he writes:

[...] just as the human body is not extension absolutely, but only an extension
determined in a certain way according to the laws of extended nature by motion
and rest, so also.the human mind, or soul, is not thought absolutel b)lrlt only a
thought deter.mlned in a certain way according to the laws of thir}lliiin natl}llre
[.:.] .From thls definition, he thinks, it is ot difficult to demonstrate %:hat the
will is not dlst.inct from the intellect, much less endowed with that liberty that
Descartes ascribes to it; that the faculty of affirming and denying is a mti’ fi

tion; that affirming and denying are notion but ideas®, e e

s2  TEL I1/32,

53 i<[. ..] quemadomondum Corpus humanum non est absolute, sed tantum certo modo secundum
;;glisn :matugae extensae per motum & quietem determinata extensio, sic etiam Mentem sive
umanam non esse absolute, sed tantum secundum leges naturae cogitantis per ideas

certo modo determinatam cogitationem [...] Ex qua definitione, non difficile demonstratu esse
putat, Yoluntatcm ab intellectu non distingui, multo minus ea, quam illi Cartesius adscribit
pollere libertate; quin imo ipsam affirmandi & negandi facultatem prorsus ﬁctivam»; GI 132.’
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In this passage, Meyer indicates that Spinoza aspires to such rigor in psychology
as had been sought in physics. Progressive philosophers of the seventeenth century char-
acteristically seek to explain natural phenomena in terms of mechanical interactions
governed by universal laws of motion. Spinoza attempts to extend this general strategy
further by treating the mind as a natural phenomenon whose psychological mecha-
nisms are equally determined by universal laws. In fact, for Spinoza the same law which
governs body under the rubric of appetite governs mind under the rubric of will. The
[aw of the conatus, or desire, is one and the same thing, manifested under the attribute
of extension in the case of appetite, under the attribute of thought in the case of will.

Let us now consider how this picture of the mind can help us understand the
case of the triangle from 1IP49. According to Spinoza, geometrical thinking takes
place when the mind’s own 7azio suffices for explaining the occurrence of various
ideas and the relationships between them. In general, such thinking is called reason
(ratio). Reason is the coherent pattern of ideas and relationship between ideas which
Jdefines the nature of the mind. Given this pattern, if the mind has an idea that rep-
resents the three angles of a triangle as equaling two right angles, then so long as no
external causes disturb it, then this idea will causally produce other ideas represent-
ing the properties of a triangle that follow deductively from the initial idea. The
whole process can be described in entirely mechanistic terms *.

The causal power which results from in the generation of one idea from anoth-
er is intrinsic to ideas themselves. In this way, Spinoza is able to avoid including any-
thing like a Cartesian will in his account of cognition. This is clearly desirable given
Spinozds interest in developing a mechanistic psychology. What role could a free will
have in such an account of mind? Furthermore, the inclusion of a non-ideational
source of affirmation, i.e., causal efficacy, would force Spinoza either to deny that all
modes of thinking correspond to some mode of extension, or to allow that there are
modes of extension other than bodies in motion. The former would both violate the
parallelism and deflate the hope for a mechanistic psychology. The latter would
deflate the hope for a mechanistic physics”.

By focusing on efficient, proximate causes which operate in accordance with
universal laws of motion, the mechanical philosophers had initiated a research pro-
gram which proved much more productive than the old metaphysics of form and
quality. In advancing a theory of cognition in terms of conatus, Spinoza hopes to clear
the way for a science concerning the causal mechanisms which generate mental activ-
ity, and thus live up to his aspiration for a naturalistic theory of human nature.
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54  Hobbes advances a similar conception of reason according to which reason is simply computa-
tion (addition or subtraction), or what he calls reckoning, As such, it can be specified in mechan-
ical terms. See Leviathan, chap. V.

55 On this point see M. DELLA Rocca, The Power of an Idea, cit.




