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Introduction
Spinoza’s recognition of the unpredictable fortunes of individuals, explicable through the interplay between their intrinsic natures and their susceptibility to external causes, informs his account of political success and – what for him is the same thing – political virtue.
 Thus, a state may thrive because it has a good constitution (an internal feature), or because it was fortunate not to be surrounded by powerful enemies. 
 Normally, however, it is the combination of both luck and internal qualities that determines the fate of things. What is true about the fate of states holds equally of the fate of other types of individual, both human and non-human. In a sense, even the fate of a theory is determined by the interplay between its intrinsic virtues, and mere historical luck.


A quarter century ago, shortly after I began my graduate studies in philosophy at Yale, I started thinking about writing a dissertation on Spinoza’s philosophy. A good and caring friend in my graduate cohort advised me against the idea, which he believed was tantamount to “professional suicide” given the oddity of Spinoza’s thought. Indeed, the environment of analytic philosophy in the mid- and even late-1990s was not particularly auspicious for the academic study of Spinoza. Spinoza was – rightly – considered as having little commitment to commonsense, and commitment to commonsense – the most stubborn of prejudices – was (and still is) considered by many a minimal requirement for entry into the club of “decent” philosophers. Yet, things have changed over the past twenty-five years. So much so, that recently a (non-Spinozist) early modernist colleague of mine complained to me about the futility of changing the description of an event he planned from a ‘Spinoza workshop’ into an ‘early modern philosophy workshop,’ since “one way or another, most of the submitted abstracts are going to deal with Spinoza.” Indeed, in many ways, the interest and intensity of the study of Spinoza’s philosophy in the Anglo-American world has eclipsed that of almost all other early modern philosophers, and we seem to be facing a circumstance in which Spinoza is gradually competing with, if not replacing, Kant as the compass of modern philosophy. One can list many reasons for these dramatic developments: from Spinoza’s radical naturalism, to his dismissal of the fairytales of anthropomorphic and anthropocentric religion – while Kant on these issues could at best be said to kick the ghosts from the front door while inviting them back as ‘ideas’ or ‘postulates of practical reason’ through the back door –- to his unequivocal rejection of the illusions of humanism.
 Still, we lack a full explanation of the recent Spinozist upheaval in North American philosophy.

On the other side of the Atlantic, Spinozism has been blossoming for more than half a century. The synthesis of Spinoza and Marx, developed and advocated by Louis Althusser and his disciples, was a major catalyst for this development. Equally important were several groundbreaking studies – by Martial Gueroult, Alexandre Matheron, and perhaps also Gilles Deleuze – that came out around 1970. The methods of Gueroult, Matheron, and Deleuze were quite diverse, and it may well be that it was precisely the diversity of their approaches that contributed to the explosion of Spinoza studies in France toward the end of the century. 

Perhaps more than any concentration within the history of early modern philosophy, the field of Spinoza scholarship today resembles a plush, proliferating forest, diversifying and developing every single day. My aim in this volume is to invite the reader to explore some recently charted paths in these woods, and hopefully also to forge some new trails.  Our understanding of Spinoza today is, I believe, much better than it was half a century ago, but as one can expect (and hope), new knowledge brings about new questions, sometimes even deeper and more difficult questions. The further we make our way through the Spinozistic forest, the more we realize that some of the expressions and terms we often summarily and innocently adopt from Spinoza’s texts are not that clear at all. Understanding what precisely Spinoza meant by expressions such as ‘having nothing in common [nihil commune inter se habent],’ ‘are one and the same [unum et idem sunt]’, ‘expressing [exprimere]’, ‘involving [involvere],’ and ‘conceiving [concipere]’ is absolutely crucial for an adequate grasp of the very core of Spinoza’s metaphysics. Yet, satisfactory answers to these simple questions are quite elusive, and for the most part, still desiderata.

The majority of the twelve studies collected in this volume have been written and published over the last decade. A few were written just for this volume. The common methodological attitude that most, if not all, of these studies reflect is the commitment to a bottom-up reconstruction of Spinoza’s philosophy where Spinoza’s text is both the point of departure and the constant touchstone against which any interpretation must be evaluated. I hope that applying these constraints to my interpretation of Spinoza helps me mitigate the – perfectly natural – tendency to impose my own philosophical predilections on his texts. I have a very strong interest in the philosophical value and relevance of Spinoza’s claims, but a genuine critical philosophical dialogue with a past philosopher must strive first to let the text (of the past philosopher) speak in its own voice without imposing our preconceived opinions and intuitions. Assuming that my intuitions and Spinoza’s intuitions must be the same is both naïve and highly misleading (as one can frequently observe in attempts to impose on Spinoza views which appear to some interpreter as “natural”). Similarly, reducing Spinoza’s claims to those held by his contemporaries is risking the imposition of intuitions held by Spinoza’s contemporaries on Spinoza, whereas we have plenty of evidence that Spinoza considered himself an iconoclast (just have a look at his not-very-discreet critique, if not full dismissal, of both Bacon and Descartes in Ep. 2), while in turn his contemporaries considered his views as bizarre.


The first division of this volume consists of four studies which attempt to trace diachronically the development of key concepts (and methods) of Spinoza’s metaphysics throughout his philosophical career. There are several extant studies of notable importance in this vein, mostly in French, some in English. Diachronic studies provide a very useful vantagepoint from which to more adequately observe a philosopher attempting to calibrate his or her chief claims and redefine the fundamental philosophical terms and concepts he or she employs. Frequently, the diachronic perspective allows us to grasp what problems a philosopher is attempting to address and the various maneuvers he or she employs to deal with these problems. If we may apply to Spinoza’s own work his assertion that “cognition of an effect depends on the cognition of its cause” (E1a4), a proper account of the philosophical problems from which his philosophical work was born is quite crucial for a solid understanding of his work. 


The first chapter of the current collection spotlights a text that has been barely studied so far. The two manuscripts of Spinoza’s Short Treatise [Korte Verhandeling] that were discovered in the mid-nineteenth century contain two appendices.  These appendices are even more enigmatic than the KV itself, and it is the first appendix that is the subject of this study. The precise nature of this text seems to be still in question after more than a century and a half of scholarship. The first appendix is written in a geometric manner, and it contains seven axioms and four propositions. Strikingly, it does not include any definitions. This is in sharp contrast with Spinoza's Ethics and his 1663 book on Descartes' Principles of Philosophy, which are similarly written in a geometric manner but include both definitions and axioms. In this chapter, I argue that the first appendix is most probably the earliest draft we currently have of Spinoza’s magnum opus, the Ethics. To substantiate this strong claim, I examine closely the content of this appendix and compare it with the excerpts from the ur-Ethics, as quoted in Spinoza’s very early correspondence from the beginning of the 1660s. I conclude with examining the reasons which led Spinoza to experiment with different variants of the geometric method – with and without the employment of definitions – as he was designing his unique method of philosophical writing.

We are accustomed to think of Spinoza's pivotal definitions of God, substance, and attribute as fixed and settled formulations of the core of Spinoza’s metaphysics, but if we look at the unfolding of Spinoza’s thought, the picture we get is quite different. In the early drafts of the Ethics and in his early works, Spinoza experimented with various conceptualizations of the relations between substance, attribute, and God. Moreover, some of Spinoza’s works make barely any use of the notions of substance and attribute, and the testimony of Spinoza’s letters suggests that, at a certain stage in his philosophical development, the concept of attribute may have been put on the back burner, if not completely dropped. In this second chapter of the collection, I attempt to provide an outline of the genealogy of Spinoza’s key metaphysical concepts. This genealogy, like any other, can help us to reexamine and reconsider what seems to us natural, stable, and obvious. I begin this chapter by tracing the development of Spinoza’s definitions of substance and attribute in the early drafts of the Ethics (as quoted in his early correspondence). The letters, whose dates are more or less established, provide a temporal grid for our subsequent discussions. The second part of the chapter surveys Spinoza’s discussion and conceptualization of substance and attributes in the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, the Theological-Political Treatise (1670), and, briefly, Spinoza’s 1663 book on Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy and its appendix on Metaphysical Thoughts (Cogitata Metaphysica). The third part of the chapter discusses Spinoza’s construal of substance and attribute in the Short Treatise. I conclude the chapter with some remarks on the stability of Spinoza’s final position on the issue, as expressed in the posthumously published (1677) version of the Ethics.


Accidents (accidens/toevallen) were recognized residents of the ontological polity of western philosophy at least since Aristotle.  While hardly ever enjoying an equal ontological status with their metaphysical superiors – substances – the presence of accidents in medieval Jewish, Islamic, and Christian philosophy was all but ubiquitous. Then something happened: rather enigmatically, accidents lost much of their legitimacy in the early modern period.  So much so that by the end of this period, many considered accidents as the bastard children of an unholy union between theological obscurantism and our flimsy imagination. This sudden fall from grace is most salient – perhaps more than in any other contemporary author – in the work of Spinoza. The young Spinoza seemed to espouse accidents, considered as changeable qualities somehow akin to modes (modi), as significant components of the genuine furniture of reality. But, roughly from 1663 on, Spinoza systematically avoided employing the concept of accident in his ontology (and political theory). 
In the third chapter, I attempt to trace the dramatic story of the fall of accidents from Spinoza’s paradise. In the first part of the chapter, we observe the accidents roaming freely in their pre-1663 paradise of Spinoza’s early works. The second part of the chapter is dedicated to some highlights in the early history of accidents “before creation,” i.e., before their incarnation in Spinoza’s early ontological paradise. The third part studies the banishment, or systematic elimination, of accidents from Spinoza’s ontology after 1663. The fourth and final part attempts to determine the sin which brought about the accidents’ fall.

Spinoza’s notion of scientia intuitiva enticed many of his readers and has been the subject of much speculation. Many viewed it as denoting a certain kind of mystical insight. Others associated it with specifically mathematical knowledge. This notion of the highest kind of cognition is the subject of the fourth chapter in which I attempt to break some new ground in making this notion more readily understandable. I argue – what must come as a surprise to many – that Spinoza’s scientia intuitiva is a kind of knowledge that is both inferential and causal. I also explain why Spinoza prefers the third kind of cognition (i.e., scientia intuitiva) over the second kind of cognition (i.e., ratio) in spite of the fact that in the Ethics, he considers both cognitions as adequate.

The second division of the book consists of a cluster of studies addressing key problems at the core of Spinoza’s metaphysics, from the interrelationship between substance, attribute, and mode, to the apparently inscrutable notions of causa sui and absolute infinity, to Spinoza’s daring insistence that “God’s infinite essence is known to all” (E2p47s), to his enigmatic doctrine of amor dei intellectualis.

One of the major questions of metaphysics throughout its history has been: What is? Spinoza has an astonishingly brief answer to this question: God.  All that is - is just God (and his qualities). Chapter five of the current collection is dedicated to the elaboration of Spinoza’s answer. In this chapter, I attempt to provide an advanced introduction to Spinoza’s main ontological terms – substance, attribute, and mode – their interrelations and histories, and the recent, major scholarly debates regarding their meaning and function in Spinoza’s system. 

The very first line of Spinoza’s magnum opus, the Ethics, states the following surprising definition: “By cause of itself I understand that whose essence involves existence, or that whose nature cannot be conceived except as existing.” For many of Spinoza’s contemporaries and predecessors the very notion of causa sui was utterly absurd, akin to a Baron Munchausen attempting to lift himself above a river by pulling his hair up. How can a thing cause itself into existence, if before the causal activity, the cause did not exist at all? Indeed, in one of his earliest works, Spinoza himself claimed: “No thing, considered in itself, has in itself a cause enabling it to destroy itself (if it exists), or to make itself (if it does not exist)” (KV II 26|I/110/14-16). Moreover, in other early works, Spinoza refers to God as an “uncreated thing” (TIE §97) or “uncreated substance” (CM II 1|I/237/20), and not as a cause-of-itself as in the Ethics. What made Spinoza desert the common, traditional, view of God as the uncaused first cause, or uncreated substance, and adopt instead the apparently chimerical notion of God as causa sui?

In the first part of the sixth chapter, I study, briefly, Descartes’ engagement with the notion of causa sui. In the second part, I show that Spinoza understood the causation of causa sui as efficient, and not formal, causation. The third and final part attempts to locate precisely the alleged problem with the notion of causa sui and considers how Spinoza could defend the intelligibility of this notion.

Next to the extraordinary notion of causa sui, the Ethics begins with a definition of God as a substance consisting of infinitely many attributes. A reader of the Ethics will find, however, only two of these infinitely many attributes discussed in any detail in Parts Two through Five of the book. Addressing this intriguing gap between the infinity of attributes, asserted in E1d6, and the discussion merely of the two attributes of Extension and Thought in the rest of the book, Jonathan Bennett writes: “Spinoza seems to imply that there are other [attributes] – he says indeed that God or Nature has ‘infinite attributes.’ Surprising as it may seem, there are reasons to think that by this Spinoza did not mean anything entailing that there are more than two attributes.” In the seventh chapter, I argue that Bennett’s claim is wide of the mark. I do think, however, that addressing Bennett’s challenge might help us to better understand Spinoza’s notion of infinity. I begin by summarizing Bennett’s arguments and then turn to briefly examine the textual evidence for and against his reading. I respond to each of Bennett’s arguments, and conclude by pointing out theoretical considerations which, I believe, refute his reading.

A common criticism of Spinoza’s magnum opus, the Ethics, is that it begins with arbitrary and extravagant premises (i.e., definitions and axioms), and that therefore it is not at all a surprise that its arguments culminate in extravagant conclusions. Thus, the criticism continues, all you need to do in order bring down Spinoza’s monumental philosophical edifice is to reject the implausible premises that constitute its foundation. Though I have doubts about the force of this criticism, I will not attempt to undermine it in the eighth chapter, but instead focus on one argument of Spinoza’s which relies on premises that most of his contemporaries would almost certainly accept, and then show how Spinoza derives far-reaching conclusions from these apparently uncontroversial premises. 


Spinoza was not a skeptic. He believed that most people and most of his philosophical predecessors (the skeptics included) had deeply erroneous beliefs. He even dedicated significant sections of the Ethics not only to the refutation of these beliefs, but also to showing how people who are more or less rational came to acquire such erroneous beliefs. Still, for Spinoza, the fact that we very frequently err does not imply that strict and sound knowledge is not attainable. In one of the boldest propositions of the Ethics, Spinoza argues: “God’s infinite essence and his eternity are known to all” (E2p47s). In the eight chapter of the current book, I show that Spinoza took this claim literally, and that for him every being capable of thinking and having ideas – which for Spinoza includes porcupines, giraffes, and even rocks– has an adequate idea of God’s essence, i.e., of God’s essential attributes. 

The notion of divine love was essential to medieval Christian conceptions of God.  Jewish thinkers, though, had a much more ambivalent attitude toward this issue. While Maimonides was reluctant to ascribe love, or any other affect, to God, Gersonides and Crescas celebrated God’s love. Though Spinoza is clearly sympathetic to Maimonides’ rejection of divine love as anthropomorphism, he nevertheless attributes love to God, through the notion of amor Dei intellectualis at the conclusion of the Ethics. But is this a legitimate notion within his system? In the first part of the ninth chapter, I scrutinize the problems surrounding this notion, and then turn, in the second part, to consider two unsatisfactory solutions. In the third part, I attempt to rework Spinoza’s amor Dei intellectualis from his definitions of love and the other affects. In the fourth part, I examine closely how Spinoza tweaks his definition of love in order to allow for the possibility of divine intellectual love and conclude by trying to explain what motivated this move.

The third division of the book consists of two studies addressing the relation of Spinoza’s substance monism to the philosophy of the ancient Eleatics. The association of Spinoza with Eleaticism began almost during Spinoza’s lifetime (see Ep. 73|IV/307/8), and through the writing of Salomon Maimon and Hegel, this view of Spinoza as an acosmist – a philosopher who denies the reality of anything but God, hence denying the reality of the world (cosmos) of change, diversity, and time – became highly influential.
 I find this view both exciting and insightful, though in the final analysis I believe it should be rejected as an adequate interpretation of Spinoza, insofar as it does away with the most important definition of the Ethics. The definition of God as an absolutely infinite being ascribes to God – the most real being – the most radical plurality possible, and as such, asserts the maximal reality of this radical plurality.

“Why did God create the World?” is one of the traditional questions of theology. In the twentieth century this question was rephrased in a secularized manner as “Why is there something rather than nothing?” 
 While creation - at least in its traditional, temporal, sense - has little place in Spinoza’s system, a variant of the same question puts Spinoza’s system under significant pressure. According to Spinoza, God, or the substance, has infinitely many modes. This infinity of modes follows from the essence of God. If we ask “Why does God have modes?” we seem to be trapped in a real catch. On the one hand, Spinoza’s commitment to thoroughgoing rationalism demands that there must be a reason for the existence of the radical plurality of modes. On the other hand, the asymmetric dependence of modes on the substance seems to imply that the substance does not need the modes, and that it can exist without the modes. But if the substance does not need the modes, then why are there modes at all? Surprisingly, this problem has hardly been addressed in the existing literature on Spinoza’s metaphysics, and it is the primary aim of the tenth chapter of the current book to draw attention to this problem. In the first part of the chapter, I present the problem of explaining the existence of an infinite plurality of modes in Spinoza’s system. In the second part, I consider the radical solution to the problem according to which modes do not really exist and show that this solution must be rejected upon consideration. In the third and final part of the chapter, I suggest my own solution according to which the essence of God is active and that it is this feature of God’s essence which requires the flow of modes from God’s essence. I also suggest that the infinity of what follows from God’s essence is grounded in the absolute infinity of God’s essence itself.

Michael Della Rocca’s 2008 Spinoza book is a bold, ingenious, and artfully written work. It is – at least to my taste – philosophy at its best. The book has one key thesis that runs throughout the book. The main thesis of Della Rocca’s book is that at the very center of Spinoza’s philosophy stands the Principle of Sufficient Reason (PSR): the stipulation that everything must be explainable, at least in principle, or in other words, the rejection of any brute facts.  Sometimes Della Rocca seems hesitant to go all the way with the boldness of this one single thesis, but always – or almost always – the temptation is irresistible, and rightly so. It has been far too long since philosophy experimented with attempts to develop a real philosophical system. And while I may have some reservations about the result, I admire the boldness of the philosophical endeavor. Della Rocca rightly ascribes to Spinoza a strong version of the PSR.
  It is not only that the actual existence and features of all things must be explainable; even the nonexistence of any thing – as well as the absence of any feature that might belong to it -- demands an explanation. Della Rocca does not stop here, however. He feeds his PSR monster-pet with some more powerful steroids and suggests that Spinoza advocates what he terms “the twofold use of the PSR.” According to this notion, it is not only that everything must be explained and made intelligible, but all furnishing of explanation must in turn be explained, leading ultimately to the reduction of explanation and explicability to intelligibility itself. This twofold use of the PSR is the key to the entire book. Della Roca’s strategy throughout the volume is to argue that any key feature of Spinoza’s system – be it causality, consciousness, existence, rejection of teleology, or the good – must be explained, and ultimately it must be explained in terms of intelligibility.

The eleventh chapter of the current collection is an attempt to evaluate two crucial (and related) elements of Della Rocca’s reading: (i) the validity of Della Rocca’s frequent inference from the unavailability of explanation of facts to the rejection of the same facts qua allegedly “brute facts,” and (ii) the contention that the PSR does not allow for any bifurcations of reality, a contention which leads Della Rocca to endorse both Eleaticism itself and the Eleatic reading of Spinoza.

The fourth and final division of the book contains a single chapter. This chapter is much more historical in nature and addresses a riddle that has excited the European imagination for almost three centuries by now: the extent of Spinoza’s debt to the Kabbalah. This is my first foray into this complex topic, and as in my other studies I try to avoid ideological stands (either secularist or Jewish-nationalist) in favor of a bottom-up attitude which begins by surveying and studying the extent evidence, and then designing the conclusion in a manner that will reflect the nuances of (historical) reality. My conclusions in this chapter are somewhat tentative, partly because I believe that our knowledge of Spinoza’s intellectual environment during his early adolescence is far from satisfactory, and partly because I do not yet have a good sense of the significance of the content of Spinoza’s private library.  I hope to return to this topic soon.

The studies collected in this volume have been ordered topically, not chronologically. While I have not changed my views dramatically on most issues discussed in this volume, different chapters may express greater or lesser conviction on a given issue than others or examine an issue in higher or lower resolution. The title page of each chapter indicates its publication year; I expound any emendations to my readings in the footnotes.
Add:

- JHP referee on acosmism “uncharitable to present a great philosopher”.
- Changes since 2013: (1) I now distinguish pantheism/panentheism. Not change of view but more nuanced use of terms (any discussion in new collection?). (2) changes in paperback following Marshall.
- To Scientia intuitiva: reference to Eckart, 25 years book.

- Readers who are new to Spinoza should begin with Buildingblocks (I didn’t place it as first because..).
� See, for example, TTP, Ch. 4| III/575.


� See TTP Ch. 3| III/47/13-31.


� For an exploration of the latter issue, see Melamed, “Spinoza’s Anti-Humanism: Value and Dignity” in Nandi Theunissen and Sarah Buss (eds.), Rethinking the Value of Humanity. Forthcoming.


� See, for example, Leibniz’s opening sentence in his notes following an in-person meeting with Spinoza: “[Spinoza] has a strange metaphysics, full of paradoxes [Il a une étrange metaphysique, pleine de paradoxes]” (Die Philosophische Schriften von Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, I, 118).


� See my “Acosmism or Weak Individuals? Hegel, Spinoza, and the Reality of the Finite,” “Hegel, Spinoza, and McTaggart on the Reality of Time,” and “Spinozism, Acosmism and Hassidism: A Closed Circle.”


� See Heidegger, Einführung in die Metaphysik, 1.


� For a more moderate assessment of the role of reason in Spinoza, see LeBuffe’s important study, Spinoza on Reason.
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