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Why Spinoza is not an Eleatic
Monist (Or Why Diversity Exists)

Yitzhak Y. Melamed

Eternal Master, who reigned supreme
Before all of creation was drawn
(Attributed to Salomon Ibn-Gabirol)

Introduction?!

‘Why did God create the World?” is one of the traditional questions of theol-
ogy. 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 sys
termn, a variant of the same questions puts Spinoza’s system under significant
pressure. According to Spinoza, God, or the substance, has infinitely many
modes. This infinity of modes follow from the essence of God. If we ask:
‘Why must 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? Furthermore, Spinoza cannot
explain the existence of modes as an arbitrary act of grace on God’s side
since Spinoza’s God does not act arbitrarily. Surprisingly, this problem has

hardly been addressed in the existing literature on Spinoza’s metaphysics,

and it is my primary aim here to draw attention to this problem.’

In the first part of the chapter I will present and explain the problem of
justifying the existence of infinite plurality modes in Spinoza's system. In
the second part of the chapter 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 chap-
ter I will suggest my own solution according to which the essence of God is
active and it is this feature of God’s essence which requires the flow of modes
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from God’s essence. I also suggest that Spinoza considered radical infinity
and radical unity to be roughly the same, and that the absolute infinity of
what follow from God’s essence is grounded in the absolute infinity of God’s
essence itself.

10.1 The problem

Spinoza defines a mode at the very opening of the Ethics.

E1d5: By mode I understand the affections of a substance, or that which
is in another through which it is also conceived {Per modum intelligo sub-
stantiae affectiones, sive id, quod in alio est, per quod etiam concipitur].

A mode is an affection, i.e. a quality which depends on its substance both
for its existence (it is ‘in another’) and for its conception (it is ‘conceived
through another’). In contrast to the mode, a substance is defined as being
‘in itself’ and ‘conceived through itself.’

E1d3: By substance [ understand what is in itself and is conceived through
itself, i.e., that whose concept does not require the concept of another
thing, from which it must be formed [Per substantiam intelligo id quod in s¢
est et per se concipitur; hoc est id cuius conceptus non indiget conceptu alterius
tei, a quo formari debeat].b

A mode depends on its substance in order to be and be conceived while the
substance does not depend on another thing. The first proposition of part
one of the Efhics relies on the two definitions above in order to state that the
substance is prior to its modes.

Elpl: A substance is prior in nature to its affections [Substantia prior est
natura suis affectionibus).

Spinoza’s understanding of the substance-mode relation as exhibiting an
asymmetric dependence of the modes on the substance is in line with the
standard view of this relation among early modern philosophers.”

From the two definitions and the proposition above one could conclude
that a state of affairs in which the substance exists without having any
modes is possible. However, Spinoza is also committed to strict necessitari-
anism, i.e., the view that whatever is possible is actual and in fact, necessary,
and that whatever is not necessary is not possible.® Spinoza also thinks that
God, the unique and infinite substance, has modes. In one of the most cen-
tral propositions of the Ethics, Spinoza proves that modes must follow from
the essence of God.
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Elpié: From the necessity of the divine nature there must follow infi-
nitely many things in infinitely many modes (i.e., everything which
can fall under an infinite intellect) [Ex necessitate divinae naturae infinita
infinitis modis (hoc est, omnia, quae sub intellectum infinitum cadere possunt)
sequi debent].

Thus, given E1pl6 it seems that a state of affairs in which God exists with-
out its modes is strictly impossible since the flow of the modes from God's
essence or nature is necessary. Indeed, Spinoza stresses this point toward .Hrm
end of Part One of the Ethics. In E1p33, Spinoza argues that

Things could have been produced by God in no other way, and in no
other order than they have been produced [Res nullo alio modo, neque alio
ordine a Deo produci potuerunt, quam productae sunt].

And in the second scholium to this proposition he claims,

God can never decree anything different, and never could have, or that
God was not before his decrees, and cannot be without them [Deun ante
sua decreta non fuisse, nec sine ipsis esse posse] (11/75/15).

God’s decrees are the effects, i.e., the modes which follow from God’s
essence, and according to the scholium above God cannot be without his
effects, or modes.?

One way of putting the problem in sharp relief is by considering the rela-
tion between the realms!? Spinoza terms ‘natura naturans’ and ‘ratura natur-
ata. Spinoza explains this important distinction in E1p29s:

Before 1 proceed further, I wish to explain here - or rather to advise [the
reader] what we must understand by Natura naturans and Natura naturata.
For from the preceding I think it is already established that by Nafura natu-
rans we must understand what is in itself and is conceived through itself, or
such attributes of substance as express an eternal and infinite essence, i.e.
(by P14C1 and P17C2), God, insofar as he is considered as a free cause.
But by Natura naturata 1 understand whatever follows from the neces-
sity of God's nature, or from any of God’s attributes, i.e., all the modes

of God’s attributes insofar as they are considered as things which are in

God, and can neither be nor be conceived without God.

Natura naturans is the realm of God’s essence, i.e., substance and its attributes.
Spinoza provides three characterizations of this realm. It is ‘in itself’, ‘con-
ceived through itself’, and constitutes God as a free cause, as cause that is
determined to act by itself alone (see E1d7 and E1p17). Natura naturata is the
realm of modes, i.e., of what follows from God’s essence (E1pl6). in E1p29s
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Spinoza stresses that Nafura naturata cannot be or be conceived without #at-
tra naturans. In contrast, natura naturans does not depend on the existence
of natura naturata, hence it is not the case that natura naturans needs xnatura
naturata in order to be or be conceived. Why then does natura naturata exist
and not only ratura naturans? Or in other words, why are there modes at
all? The question seems to be perfectly clear and legitimate, and therefore
Spinoza's rationalism commits him to provide an answer to this question.
Yet, it is not clear where one should turn in order to find the answer. Natura
naturata is caused by natura naturans and therefore it should be explained by
naturg naturans (Elad). Yet, natura naturans is defined as ontologically and
conceptually self-sufficient, and therefore it seems that the self-sufficiency
of natura naturans should allow for (rather than ban) the existence of natura
naturans without natura naturata.!

So far we discussed the question of the reason for the existence of any
modes at all. A closely related, yet distinct, problem is how to explain the
flow of the radical diversity of natura naturata from the indivisible unity
of natura naturans. In proposition 12 and 13 of part 1 of the Ethics Spinoza
argues that both the substance and attributes are strictly indivisible.

E1pl2: No attribute of a substance can be truly conceived from which it
follows that the substance can be divided [Nullum substantiae attributum
potest vere concipi, ex quo sequatur, substantiam posse dividi].

E1pl3: A substance which is absolutely infinite is indivisible [Substantia
absolute infinita est indivisibilis].

The infinitely many attributes of Spinoza’s God are not parts of God (or
of God’s essence), since this would conflict with E1plZ2. Rather they are
infinitely many adequate conceptions of one and the same substance.'?
According to E1pl6, from the unity and indivisibility of natura naturans
follow infinita infinitis modis (which could be translated as either ‘infi-
nitely many things in infinitely many modes’ or alternatively ‘an infinity
in infinite ways’). From Elplé Spinoza derives the corollary that ‘God is
the efficient cause of all things which can fall under an infinite intellect’
(Elpl6cl). For Spinoza, the intellect - and even more so, the infinite intel-
lect - cannot err.!* Thus, Elplécl clearly implies that God is the cause
of all things. The plentitude of infinita infinitis modis of natura naturata
seems to outstrip any diversity that we may find in natura naturans. Even if
we consider the infinity of attributes as constituting real diversity (rather
than diversity of conceptions of one and the same res), it seems that when
natura naturans flow into #atura naturata it refracts further into another
infinity which Spinoza stresses in the double infinity of the expression
‘infinita infinitis modis’.* It seems that within each attribute the flow from
natura naturans into natura naturata involves refraction from unity and
indivisibility into a plentitude of radical plurality and divisibility.”> But
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what is the reason for this further refraction? If in the realm of natur
naturans each attribute is strictly indivisible, why does the flow to naturm
naturata bring about any further diversity? What justifies the emergence of
the many from the indivisible one?'¢

10.2 First attempt at a solution: acosmism

One radical solution to the problems we have discussed in the previous sec-
tion is simply to deny that Spinoza ascribes any reality to natura naturata.
This view of Spinoza was widely advocated among the German and British
[dealists.”” Shortly after Spinoza's death, several writers were already sug-
gesting that Spinoza’s philosophy was a revival of ancient Eleatic monism,
which rejects the reality of change and diversification. Bayle makes this
association quite explicitly in several passages in his dictionary,'® while
Leibniz argues (against Malebranche) that to claim that ‘all things are only
some evanescent or flowing modifications and phantasms, so to speak, of

the one permanent divine substance’ is to endorse ‘that doctrine of most -

evil repute, which a certain subtle and profane writer recently introduced
inte the world, or revived [pessimae notae doctrinam nuper scriptor quidem sub-
tilis, at profanus, orbi invexit vel renovavit] — that the very nature or substance
of all things is God"'” There is little doubt that the ‘subtle but indeed irreli-
gious’ writer in question is Spinoza, and it is quite plausible that the revived
doctrines are those of the Eleatics.

Almost a century later, with the emergence of German Idealism, the
identification of Spinoza with Eleatic monism became the standard view.2
Hegel, for example, announces:

Taken as a whole this constitutes the Idea of Spinoza, and it is just what
was ‘to 6n’ to the Eleatics [Dies ist im ganzen die Spinozistische Idee. Es
ist dasselbe, was bei den Eleaten das 6n'].... Spinoza is far from having
proved this unity as convincingly as was done by the ancients; but what
constitutes the grandeur of Spinoza’s manner of thought is that he is able
to renounce all that is determinate and particular, and restrict himself to
the One, giving heed to this alone.?!

A crucial impetus to the propagation of this view was the new under-
standing of Spinoza as a radical religious thinker, whose position was the
complete opposite of atheism. According to this understanding — first sug-
gested by Salomon Maimon in 179222 - Spinoza does not deny the reality
of God, but rather the reality of the world (‘cosmos’) of finjte things and
diversification.??

In Spinoza’s system the unity is real while the diversity is merely ideal,
In the atheistic system it is just the other way around. The diversity is
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real and grounded in the very nature of things, while the unity, which
one observes in the order and regularity of nature, is consequently only
coincidental; through this unity we determine our arbitrary system for
the sake of our knowledge.

It is inconceivable how one could turn the Spinozistic system into atheism
Since these two systems are the exact opposites of each other [my emphases].
Atheism denies the existence of God, Spinozism denies the existence of
the world, Rather, Spinozism should be called ‘acosmism’.%*

Interestingly, Maimon contrasts Spinoza's position not only with atheism
but also with Leibniz’s view. The latter is taken to be a mere compromise
between Spinozism and atheism, one which asserts the reality of both God
and the diversified world.?® (Doubtless few Leibniizians would be happy to
find themselves described as more atheistic than Spinoza). These claims of
Maimon initiated a radical change in the perception of Spinoza and in the
next four decades we {ind them echoed time and again.?s The person who
throughout the eighteenth century was unquestionably taken as a damned
atheist became a ‘God intoxicated man',?” in whose system thete is ‘too
much God [zu viel Gott}'.?® Hegel's endorsement of the acosmist interpreta-
tion of Spinoza had an enormous and lasting impact on nineteenth and
early twentieth century perceptions of Spinoza both on the continent and
in England.??

One of the main elements of the acosmist reading of Spinoza was the
view of the plurality of modes and attributes as a mere illusion. Thus, Hegel
writes:

Parmenides has to reckon with illusion and opinion, the opposites of
being and truth; Spinoza likewise, with attributes, modes, extension, move-
ment, understanding, will, and so on.3°

Hegel stresses the unreality of modes in several other crucial places in his
discussions of Spinoza.® If modes are merely illusory then the question

- of the reason for their flow from the substance becomes far less urgent.®

Hegel’s response to our question is indeed quite radical. It simply rejects our
very assumption that there are modes.

Despite the boldness and charm of the acosmist reading, ! believe it must
be ultimately rejected.?® In the following, I summarize very briefly some of
the main problems with this reading. (1). Third Kind of Knowledge — the third
kind of knowledge ‘proceeds from an adequate idea of the formal essence
of certain attributes to the adequate knowledge of the essence of things’
(E2p40s2). Spinoza’s discussion of the third kind of knowledge in part five
of the Ethics makes clear that it pertains to the knowledge of finite modes -
such as our bodies, and minds as well (see, for example, E5p22 and E5p31).
But were the finite modes mere illusions, why would they be the objects of
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the (adequate) third kind of knowledge? (2). EIp36 — we have seen that in
Elpl6 Spinoza claims that the modes are just what follow necessarily from
God’s nature or essence. In E1p36 (‘Nothing exists from whose nature some
effect does not follow’*) Spinoza argues that everything, including God’s
nature, must have some effects. But, if the modes (i.e. the effects of God's
nature) were illusory, then God’s nature would not really have any effects.*
(3) The Parallelism among the Attributes — in E2p7s Spinoza argues that the
order and connection of causes in all attributes is the same.3¢ This doctrine
bluntly contradicts the acosmist reading of Spinoza, insofar as it clearly
asserts the existence of a plurality of entities. Simply put, were Spinoza’s
substance a singular, undifferentiated, entity, it would be pointless to speak
of any ‘order’ or ‘connection’ among things, since no plurality would obtain
in such a world. (4) Knowledge of God via Knowledge of Finite Nature — in the
fourth chapter of the TTP, Spincza claims that ‘we acquire a greater and
more perfect knowledge of God as we gain more knowledge of natural things
[res naturales]’ (111/60).% Were finite things (‘natural things’) merely illusory,
it would make little sense that by engaging with such illusions we could
promote our knowledge of God. Spinoza continues by making the point
even more explicit: “To put it another way, since the knowledge of an effect
through its cause is nothing other than the knowledge of the property of
that cause [causae proprietatem aliquam cognoscere], the greater our knowledge

of natural things, the more perfect is our knowledge of God’s essence, which

is the cause of all things’ (I11/60/11-12). Knowledge of finite things increases
our knowledge of God, since these finite things are nothing but God’s prop-
erties (or rather, propria), which follow from God’s essence.®® Clearly, grant-
ing such an elevated status to finite things (i.e., being properties of God) is
hardly consistent with viewing them as illusions. (5) ‘Falls under the Infellect’
— in Elpl6 Spinoza equates the infinita infinitis modis which follow from
God’s essence with ‘everything which can fall under an infinite intellect
[omnnia, quae sub intellectum infinitum cadere possunt].’ For Spinoza, the only
cause of error is the imagination, while the perceptions of the intellect are
always adequate (EZp41). Thus, what ‘falls under’ the intellect cannot be an
illusion.*® (6) Only Nothingness has no Properties — Spinoza subscribes to the

view that reality comes in degrees and like Descartes he accepts that only *

nothingness has no properties;*® the more reality or being [esse] a thing has
the more properties or attributes belong to it (E1pl0s and Elpl6d). Since
God is real, it must have properties. In fact, since God is absolutely infinite
and most real, it must have infinitely many attributes.*!

Interestingly, Spinoza uses the last consideration not only in order to argue
that God must have infinitely many attributes (E1pl0s), but also to justify .
the infinite abundance of modes that follow from God’s essence (E1pl6d). -

Thus, the last consideration not only helps refute the acosmist interpreta-
tion, but also provides some motivation for the existence of modes: the flow
of the modes from God’s essence must result from the definition of God as
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an absolutely infinite being. We can thus conclude that the acosmist inter-

“pretation — which cuts the problem of explaining the flow of modes at its
1oots — cannot be right. T turn now to suggesting an alternative solution to
: our problem.

'10.3 The suggested solution: modes as necessitated by
- God’s activity and absolute infinity

' We have already seen Spinoza’s claim in E1p33s2 that ‘God cannot be with-
" out his decrees.’ Spinoza makes a closely related claim in EZp3s. E2p3 itself
' states:

In God there is necessarily an idea, both of his essence and of everything
that necessarily follows from his essence.

" In the scholium to this proposition Spinoza criticizes the vulgar and anthro-
- pomorphic conception of God'’s power that ascribes to God free will. God’s

actions, claims Spinoza, are just as necessary as the flow of ideas in God’s

- understanding. Then, he makes the following statement:

We have shown in IP34 that God’s power is nothing except God's active
essence. And so it is as impossible for us fo conceive that God does not act
as it is to conceive that he does not exist [Deinde Propositione 34. partis 1.
ostendimus, Dei potentiam nihil esse, praeterquam Dei actuosam essentiam;
adeoque tam nobis impossibile est concipere, Deum non agere, quam. Deumn
11on essel.

E1p34 reads:

God’s power is his essence itself [Dei potentia est ipsa ipsius essentid].
Dem.: For from the necessity alone of God’s essence it follows that God
is the cause of himself (by P11) and (by P16 and P16C) of all things.

The above passages from E2p3s and E1p34 seem to show that for Spinoza
God’s essence (i.e. natura naturans) must be active, and that it is just as impos-
sible for natura naturans not to be active as it is impossible for it not to exist.

" This insight might advance us significantly toward an answer to our ques-

tion. Consider now a state of affairs (which, as we have just seen, is strictly
impossible for Spinoza) in which natura naturans presumably exists without
natura naturata. Can natura naturans still have any causal efficacy? Well, it
could still cause itself, and thus would have causal efficacy. But would it be
proper to describe such a state of affairs as active? I do not think so.

In a hypothetical world in which only natura naturans exists, and in
which natura naturans is just causing itself, natura naturans would be just as
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active as it is passive. The same causal relation that supports ascription of
activity to natura naturans (insofar as natura naturans is the cause or agent
of the action) would equally support ascription of passivity to natura natu-
rans (insofar as natura naturans is also the effect or patient of the same act),
In other words, in the absence of natura naturata, the self-causing activity
of natura naturans would make it ‘beyond action and passion,’ and this I
think Spinoza is not willing to allow since the activity of natura naturans
is essential to it.

Thus, it would seem that natura naturans generates natura naturata by vir-
tue of its own character as an active entity. In other words, the reason for
the existence of natura naturata lies in the nature of natura naturans. In the
same way that it is essential for natura naturans to be infinite (see £1d6), it
is equally essential that natura naturans be active. But in order for natum
naturans to be active it must cause natura naturata.

As far as | can see, this explanation provides a prima facie good and
deep explanation for the generation of natura naturans, but we still have to
address our other question, Why does the unity and divisibility of natura
naturans turn into, or flow into, the radical plurality of the infinita infinitis
modis of natura naturata? The answer to this question appears to be even
more surprising.

Spinoza defines God as an ‘absolutely infinite being”:

E1dé: By God I understand a being absolutely infinite, that is, a substance
consisting of an infinity of attributes, of which each one expresses an
eternal and infinite essence [Per Deum inteiligo ens absolute infinitum, hoc
est, substantiam constantem infinitis attributis, quorum unumquodque aeter-
nam, et infinitam essentiam exprimit],

He then turns to explain why God must be defined as absolutely infinite:

Eld6e: [ say absolutely infiriite, not infinite in its own kind; for if some-
thing is only infinite in its own kind, we can deny infinite attributes of
it but if something is absolutely infinite, whatever expresses essence and
involves no negation pertains to its essence.

For Spinoza, a proper definition expresses the essence of the thing defined.*?
Hence, absolute infinity must belong to God’s essence. Indeed, on several
occasions Spinoza ascribes absolute infinity to nafura naturans. Thus, for
example, in E1pl6d he speaks about the ‘divine nature that has absolutely
infinite attributes [natura divina infinita absolute attributa habeat]’ (I1/60/27).
Thus, God’s absolute infinity does not emerge only at the realm of naturs
naturata, but is already present in the realm constituting God'’s essence: nat-
ura naturans. Hence, the absolute infinity of infinita infinitis modis which
flows from God'’s essence has its ground in the absolute infinity of God’s
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essence. Yet, one could and should press the guestion further. How can nat-
ura naturans be on the one hand absolutely infinite, vet, on the other hand,
unified to the extent that it is indivisible? It is true that for Spinoza both
infinity and uniqueness are not numerical. On several occasions Spinoza
stresses that it is improper to call God ‘one [unun]’, since number, including
the number one, doesn’t pertain to God’s essence.® Instead, Spinoza claims,
we can only say that God is ‘unique [unicum]’ (Elpldcl). Relying on this
¢laim one could perhaps argue that for Spinoza radical unity and infinity are
not only not opposed but perhaps even identical (under this reading, both
infinity and uniqueness are opposed to number and finite quantity). This
is, I think, an interesting suggestion that demands a close study of Spinoza’s
understanding of number and infinity.** Yet, even if this last, speculative,
claim turns out to be right, we could and should ask ourselves two further
questions. First, does natura naturata have any feature that distinguishes it
from naturg naturans? In El1p4, Spinoza makes a claim that seems to be his
own formulation of the Identity of Indiscernibles that rules out brute dif-

ference.*® Thus, if natura naturata is to be in any sense distinct from natura

haturans there must be some qualitative feature that distinguishes the two.
This qualitative feature could have been the mere activity of natura naturans
as opposed to the fact that natura naturata is being acted on. But, as has been
noted before, Spinoza seems to suggest another crucial difference between
natura naturans and natura naturata: the former, but not latter, is indivis-
ible. Thus, our original question may now come and haunt us again: Why
does the indivisibility of natura naturans flow into the divisibility of natura
naturata? Since natura naturans is the cause of natura naturata, how can we
explain the appearance of divisibility in the effect which was never present
in the cause?

Summary

In the current chapter I have attempted to draw attention to an important
problem in Spincza’s philosophy that so far has hardly been addressed. [
argued that Spinoza must provide an explanation for the existence of the
diversity of things that follows from the unity of God’s essence, and that
providing such an explanation is not a trivial task. In the second part, I have

_considered the acosmist interpretation of Spinoza suggested by the German

Idealists which solves the problem simply by ascribing to Spinoza the rejec-
tion of the reality of finite things and diversity. | have pointed out several
considerations that tell strongly against this reading of Spinoza. In the third
part of this chapter I have argued that natura naturans must generate nat-
ura naturata not because it lacks anything but rather because activity is an
essential feature of natura naturans itself which requires causation that is not
merely reflexive. Finally, I have attempted to explain the emergence of radi-
cal diversity from God’s indivisible essence. While some crucial questions
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still remain, I hope this chapter made significant progress in addressing
most aspects of the question originally posed.

Notes

Is Spinoza an existence, or priority, monist? Oddly enough in his excellent, influ

ential, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry on ‘Monism’, Jonathan Schaffer lists

Spinoza under both headings. As far as I can see, the source of this confusion is that
Schaffer’s definition of priority monism is not precise enough and lumps together a
variety of priority relations. Thus, it would seem that according to Schaffer’s rather
loose understanding of priority, even a view which (i) grants priority to the cause
over the effect, and (if) affirms the existence of an ultimate cause for anything that
is, should qualify as bona fide ‘ptiority monism.! While I find Schaffer’s distinction
between existence and priority monism very helpful, I believe it needs more fine
tuning in order to avoid confusing priority monism with existence monism on the
one hand (as in the case specifying Spinoza's kind of monism), with pluralist views
(e.g., monotheism) on the other hand.

1. Unless otherwise marked, all references to the Ethics, the early works of Spinoza, and
Letters 1-29 are to Curley’s translations. In references to the other letters of Spinozal
have used Shirley’s translation (henceforward, ). [ use the following standard abbre-

viations for Spinoza's works: TIE — Treafise on the Emendation of the Intellect [Tractatus

de Intellectus Emendatione), TTP Theological-Political Treatise [Tractatus Theologico-

Politicus), DPP - Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy [Renati des Cartes Principiorum

Philosophiae Parts I & ITf, CM — Metapiysical Thoughts [Cogitate Metaphysica ), KV -
Short Treatise on God, Man, and his Well-Being [Korte Verhandeling van God de Mesch en
deszelfs Welstand), Ep. — Letters. Passages in the Ethics will be referred to by means
of the following abbreviations: a{-xiom), c(-orollary), p(-raposition), s(-cholium} and
app(-endix); ‘d’ stands for either ‘definition’ (when it appears immediately to the
right of the part of the book), or ‘demonstration’ (in all other cases). Hence, E1d3
is the third definition of part 1 and E1pl6d is the demonstration of proposition 16
of part 1.  am indebted to Steven Nadler, Mike LeBuffe, and Philip Goff for helpful
comments on an earlier version of this chapter,

2. See Heidegger, Einfithrung in die Metaphysik, 1. For two insightful analytic dis-
cussions of this questions, see Nozick, Philosophical Explanations, 115-164, and
Rundle, Why There Is Something Rather Than Nothing.

3. In the early Cogitata Metaphysica Spinoza frequently refers to creation and ‘cre-
ated things’ though it is not clear that even at this stage he takes creation as a
process occurring in time (see CM 1T %).

4. On Spinoza's strict commitment to the Principle of Sufficient Reason (i.e., the
claims that everything must be explainable), see Detla Rocca, Spinoza, Ch. 1, and
Melamed and Lin, ‘The Principle of Sufficient Reason.’

5. For a notable exception see Steven Nadler's essay in this volume. Qur chapters
pursue different strategies to address this question.

6. On the development of Spinoza’s definitions of substance and mode in the early
drafts of the Ethics, see my article, ‘The Building Blocks of Spinoza’s Metaphysics.’

7. Scholatly debates about the relation: Curley and Della Rocca do not challenge
the asymmetric nature of the dependence.

8. For a statement of Spinoza’s necessitarianism, see E1p33. For an excellent discus-
sion of this issue, see Garrett’s, ‘Spinoza’s Necessitarianism.’
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This does not necessarily mean that God depends on the modes, since, as T will
shortly argue, God must generate the modes by virtue of a feature that belongs
to his essence.

. 1 call natura naturans and natura naturata ‘realms’ since both are populated by res

(though at least in the case of natura naturans there is only one res at stake. I take
the distinction between Spinoza’s substance and the attributes as a distinction
of reason. For a detailed discussion of this issue, see my ‘The Building Blocks of
Spinoza's Metaphysics,’ Part I1.).

The question of the reason for the existence of modes in Spinoza continues
another traditional problem in metaphysics (in addition to the question about
the reasons for God's creation). Traditionally, accidents were considered to
depend asymmetrically on their substance, yet some medieval writers held that
substances cannot be without their accidents, See Normore. ‘Accidents and
Modes,” 674~5. Similarly in the Mondaology (§ 21) Leibniz argues that the Monad
(which is prior to its states) cannot subsist without some property [affection].

. For a discussion of the relation between the substance and its attributes, see

Della Rocca, Representation and the Mind-Body Problem, 157-71, and Melamed ‘The
Building Blocks of Spinoza’s Metaphysics’, Part I1.

‘Knowledge of the first kind is the only cause of falsity, whereas knowledge of the
second and third kind is necessarily true’ (E2p41). Knowledge of the first kind is
‘opinion or imagination’ (E2p40s2).

For & more detailed discussion, see my ‘Spinoza’s Metaphysics of Thought.’

. Indeed, Spinoza stresses explicitly that modes and only modes are divisible. See

KV 1/26/8-16.

This question has a long history as well, If the ¢reated world contains a plural-
ity of things and God is simple, it seems that the effect of a simple being can
be diverse. However, many medieval philosophers adhered to the view that the
effect of a simple being must be simple itself too (since otherwise, the diversity
would be brute). See Maimonides, Guide I1 22 (P I1 317).

For a discussion of the German Idealist interpretation of Spinoza as an ‘acosmist’,
see my ‘Salomon Maimon and the Rise of Spinozism,’ and ‘Acosmism or Weak
Individuals?’ For the British Idealists’ reading of Spinoza, see Parkinson, ‘Spinoza
and British Idealism.” Parts of the current section of this chapter are adopted
from my ‘Acosmism or Weak Individuals?’,

. See the entries ‘Xenophanes’ and ‘Zeno of Elea’ (temark K). Spinoza's own claim

in Letter 73 that he sides ‘with all the ancient philosophers [cum omnibus anti-
qguis Philosophis]’ in asserting that all things are in God might tempt the reader
to think that Spinoza himself associated his views with the Eleatics. However,
Spinoza’s discussion of Zeno's argument against the reality of motion is highly
ctitical (DPP IIp6s| 1/192-6) and clearly defends the reality of movement and
change.

Italics mine. ‘On Nature Itself, or On the Inherent Force and Actions of Created
Things’ (1698) (Gerhardt IV, 508-9| Loemker, 502). Cf. Adams, Leibniz, 132. For
further texts in which Leibniz associates Spinoza with Eleatic philosophy, see his
annotations to Oldenburg’s Letter from October 1676 (A VI-3, 370), and §21 of
the Discours sur la théologie naturelle des Chinois (1716). I am indebted to Mogens
Laerke for the latter reference,

See for example Maimon's Streifercien, 40-1 (Gesantmelte Werke IV 62-3): ‘Spinoza
behauptet nach dem Parmenides ‘nur das Reelle, vom Verstande begriffene
existiert, was mit dem Reellen in einem endlichen Wesen verknliipft ist, ist blof}
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21.

22,

23

24

25

26.

die Einschrinkung des Reellen, eine Negation, der keine Existenz beigelegt wer-

den kann”. Simila:ly, Schopenhauer repeatedly claims that ‘Spinoza was a mere
reviver of the Eleatics’ (Parerga and Paralipomena, vol. 1, 71, 76~77). An interesting

work in this context is Natur und Gott nach Spinoza by Karl Heinrich Heydenreich
(1789. Reprinted in the Aetas Kantiana series (Num. 98), Brussels 1973). The book
discusses at length Spinoza’s philosophy and its contemporary interpretation in
the form of a dialogue between Parmenides and Xenophanes. [ am unaware of

any majot discussion of Spinoza in this petiod (roughly 1790 to 1840) which fails

to make this association.

Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 3 pp- 257-8, cf. the same lectures,
vol. 1 p. 244, and Hegel's Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, vol.1, 376.

The view of Spinoza as annihilating individual things is already mentioned in
Jacobi's Uber der Lehre der Spinoza (1785, 1789). While there is no doubt, to my
mind, that Maimon read Jacobi’s discussion of Spinoza (and clearly Hegel was
strongly influenced by Jacobi's writing on Spinoza), it is not at all clear that Jacobi
ascribed to Spinoza the same acosmistic position as Maimon and Hegel did. Jacobi
suggests that for Spinoza finite things are not real (i.e., are Hon-entia) in very few
Ppassages (Jacobil, Main Philosophical Writings, 220-1 (§8. Xii and xix)| Werke, 1,1,
100 and 102), and the issue was far less central to his reading of Spinoza in compar-
ison with those of Maimon and Hegel. Furthermore, Jacobi thought that Spinoza’s
strict and consistent rationalism led to the annihilation of the infinite as well as
the finite, i.e., it led to nihilism and atheism, Maimon may have had this view
of Jacobi in mind, but gave it a different twist, far removed from Jacobi's original
contention, by arguing that Spinoza was a radical refigious thinker who denied the
reality of anything but God. For a very helpful discussion of Jacobi’s view on the
reality of finite things in Spinoza, see Franks, All or Nothing, 10, 95 and 170.
Maimon himself endorsed the very same view (ie, ‘acosmism’) in his early
Hebrew manuscript, written (mostly) in 1778, before his migration to Germany
and his first encounter with Spinoza’s writings: ‘It is impossible to conceive any
other existence but His, may he be blessed, no matter whether it is a substantial
ot an accidental existence. And this is the secret of the aforementioned unity
[that God is the cause of world in ail four respects: formally, materially, effi-
ciently and finally], namely, that only God, may he be blessed, exists, and that noth-
ing but him has any existence at all’, (Hesheq Shelomo (Hebrew: Solomon's Desire),
139. My translation and emphasis) Cf. my article, ‘Salomon Maimon and the Rise
of Spinozism in German Idealism’, 79-80.

‘Es ist unbegreiftich, wie man das spinozistische System zum atheistischen
machen konnte, da sie doch einander gerade entgegengesetzt sind. In diesem
wird das Dasein Gottes, in jenem aber das Dasein der Welt geleugnet. Es miifite
also cher das akosmische System heifien.’ (Lebensgeschichte, 217, This passage, like
many other theoretical passages, is omitted in Murray’s translation. The present
translation is mine).

Maimon, Lebensgeschichte, 217.

‘For Spinoza the absolute is substance, and no being is ascribed to the finite; his
position is therefore monotheism and acosmism. So strictly is there only God,
that there is no world at all; in this [position] the finite has no genuine actual-
ity’ (Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, vol. 1, 432). For similar claims
by Hegel, sce the same work, page 377, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 3,
page 281, and The Encyclopedia Logic, pages 10, 97 and 226-7. For Hegel’s criticism
of the ‘populat’ view which asserts the reality of both God and the worid of finite

27,
28
29.

30.

31

32,

33

34.

35,

36.

37.

38.

39,

40,
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things, see Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 3, 280-1: ‘Reason nmdzoﬁ.
remain satisfied with this ‘also’, with indifference like this' [Die Versunft kann bei

‘solchem auch, solcher Gleichgiiltigkeit nicht stehenbleiben)'.

Novalis Schriften, 111 651.

Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philasophy, vol. 3, 282,

Among the British Idealists there was a tendency to moderate some aspects of
the acosmist reading (Joachim, for example, occasionally claims that modes are
only ‘in part illusory’ (A Study of the Ethics of Spinoza, 112)), but the general out-
line of this interpretation was endorsed by both Caird and Joachim. For Caird’s
and Joachim’s Hegelian readings of Spinoza, see Parkinson, ‘Spinoza and British
Idealism.’ The identification of Spinoza with Eleatic philosophy reaches its peak
in Kojéve’s discussion of the ‘acosmism of Parmenides-Spinoza’ (Introduction to
the Reading of Hegel, 106 (n. 3), 123-5).

‘S0 bekommt Parmenides mit dem Scheine und der Meinung, dem Gegenteil des
Seins und der Wahrheit, zu tun; so Spinoza mit den Attributen, den Modis, der
Ausdehnung, Bewegung, dem Verstande, Willen usf’. Hegel, The Science of Logic,
98 (Italics mine).

‘In Spinozism it is precisely the mode as such which is untrue; substance alone
is true and to it everything must be brought back. But this is only to submerge
all content in the void, in a merely formal unity lacking all content’ (Science of
Logic, 328). ‘No truth at all is ascribed to finite things or the world as a whole in

[Spinoza’s] philosophy’ (Encyclopedia Logic, 227 [§ 151a]). ‘[TThe understanding is
ranked by Spinoza only among affections, and as such has no truth’ (Italics mine,
Lectures on the History of Philosophy, 111 269. Cf. 111 2801, 288). CL. Lectures on the
Philosophy of Religion, 1377 and 432. On the unreality of attributes, see Science of
Logic, 98 and 538.

We might still have to provide an explanation for the alleged illusion of the exist-
ence and flow of modes from the nature of God.

For consideration that provide prima facie support for the acosmist reading, see
my ‘Building Blocks of Spinoza's Metaphysics,” Part II. For an impressive contem-
porary defense of this reading, see Della Rocca, ‘Rationalism, Idealism, Monism
and Beyond.'

‘Nihil existit, ex cujus nafura aliquis effectus non sequatur’. This (mostly neglected)
proposition states a principle that should properly be termed ‘the principle of
sufficient effect”: everything must have an effect (and not only a cause, as the
principle of sufficient reason stipulates).

See Parkinson (‘Hegel, Pantheism and Spinoza’, 455) for a similar argument, This
argument is somewhat less conclusive since natura naturans could just cause itself
and thus satisfy Elplé6.

‘[Wihether we conceive nature under the attribute of Extension, or under the
attribute of Thought, or under any other attribute, we shall find one and the
same order, or one and the same connection of causes, i.e., that the same things
follow one another.’

Translation modified. Spinoza makes similar claims in several other texts. See,
for example, E5p24.

On Spinoza's modes as God's propria, see my ‘Spinoza’s Metaphysics of
Substance,” §6.

Furthermore, in E1pl6d Spinoza insinuates that the intellect infers {concludit] the
modes,

See Spinoza, Ep. 9 (IV/44/34-45/25), and Descartes, Principles of Philosophy, 152,
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41. See Elpl0s and Ep. 9 (TV/44/34-45/25).

42. See TIE § 95 and Ep. 34.

43. ‘With regard to the demonstration that T establish in the Appendix to my Geometrical
Proof of Descartes’ Principles, namely that God only be improperly calied one or sin-
gle, Ireply that a thing can be called one or single only in respect of its existence, not
of its essence. For we do not conceive things under the category of numbers unless
they are included in a common class ... It is clear that a thing cannot be called one or
single unless another thing has been conceived which, as I have said, agrees with it.
Now since the existence of God is his very essence, and since we can form no uni-
versal idea of his essence, it is certain that he who calls God one or single has no true
Idea of God, or is speaking of him very impropertly’ (Ep. 50). For a helpful discussion
of this important passage, see Geach, ‘Spinoza and the Divine Attributes’, 21-23.

44. For Spinoza’s view on the nature of mathematics and mathematical objects, see
Ramon, Qualité et quantité, and Melamed, ‘The Exact Science of Nonbeings.'

45. Elp4: “Two or more distinct things are distinguished from one another, either by
a difference in the attributes of substance or by a difference in their affections.
For a discussion of Elp4 and the Identity of Indiscernibles, see Della Rocca,
Representation, 131-2.
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Spinoza’s Monism and the Reality of
the Finite

Steve Nadler

The label ‘monism’ is notoriously ambiguous. Its metaphysical ramifications
depend essentially on that to which the ‘oneness’ is supposed to apply: Is
there only one thing? Or is ontological uniqueness being ascribed only at the
level of type? And if the latter, does this mean that there is only a single type
of thing in the universe (e.g., Berkeley’s and later Leibniz’s claim that only
mind-like things are real')? Or does it mean, less restrictively, that there are
many types of thing but only one instance of each type (e.g., there is only
one mind or thinking thing; only one body or material thing; etc)) And, to
take the metaphysically more interesting, Eleatic scenario, if there is only
one thing - what has been called ‘existence monism’ — then what are we to
make of the apparent reality and plurality of individual items that populate
the world around us?

In this essay, I propose to address some of these questions on Spinoza's
behalf by examining a long-standing and oft-debated problem in his meta-
physics: Does Spinoza’s monism have the consequence that the division of
mundane reality into particular individual things is only illusory? 1 argue
that Spinoza, while a monist about substance, nonetheless does not deny
(nor is he inadvertently committed to denying) the reality of particular
individual things, or what he calls ‘finite modes.’ I shall do this by show-
ing that a plurality of finite things with ontological integrity is not merely
a brute fact but can be made to fit into (and thus justified by) his deductive
system. In this way, we will have fewer reasons to be tempted by the acosmic
or phenomenalist interpretation of his metaphysics, most prominently pro-
moted by Hegel but defended as well by some recent commentators, accord-
ing to which the breaking up of reality into singular individuals is only a
matter of perception.

Let us begin with a brief overview of the non-negotiable elements of
Spinoza’s metaphysics.
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