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ETIENNE BALIBAR’S MARXIST SPINOZA

One can liberate and recompose one’s own
body, formerly fragmented and dead in the ser-
vice of an imaginary and, therefore, slavelike
subjectivity, and take from this the means to
think liberation freely and strongly, therefore,
to think properly with one’s body, in one’s own
body, by one’s own body, better: that to live
freely within the thought of the conatus of
one’s own body was simply to think within the
freedom and the power of thought—all that
dazzled me as the incontestable saying of an
unavoidable experience and reality I had lived,
which had never become my own.'

The foreclosure of Spinoza seems to me to
be significant. Here is a great rationalism that
does not rest on the principle of reason (inas-
much as in Leibniz this principle privileges
both the final cause and representation).
Spinoza’s substantialist rationalism is a radical
critique of both finalism and the (Cartesian)
representative determination of the idea; it is
not a metaphysics of the cogito or of absolute
subjectivity. The import of this foreclosure is
all the greater and more significant in that the
epoch of subjectivity determined by Heidegger
is also the epoch of the rationality or the
techno-scientific rationalism of modern meta-
physics.”

My goals in this essay are to highlight the
significance of Spinoza’s thought as a coun-
ter-discourse in the history of modern philoso-
phy and thereby to highlight his significance
for contemporary philosophizing. Beginning
from the picture of Spinoza and Spinozism in
Etienne Balibar’s Spinoza and Politics,’ 1 con-
sider how Spinoza offers resources for think-
ing not only against, but also outside, the domi-
nant paradigms of Cartesianism. Specifically, 1
present Spinoza as thinking outside
mind-body dualism, transcendence and teleol-
ogy, and the ideology or myth of the ontologi-
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cally discrete, radically self-determining and
free subject. Most fundamentally, I present
Spinoza as a philosopher who endeavors to
think naturalistically and phenomenologic-
ally; both nominalist and materialist, he is in-
deed an unusual rationalist. A shorthand for
the orientation of the reading presented here is
that it is non-Neoplatonic and non-Hegelian to
the core. Properly understood as a profoundly
non-Cartesian thinker, Spinoza emerges as a
vital philosophical forebear in matters of
affectivity, freedom, and materialist ap-
proaches to history and politics. Balibar’s
work is significant for its incisive presentation
of these elements of Spinoza’s philosophy. At
the same time, however, he departs from
Spinoza toward a normative account of democ-
racy and a distinctly Marxist teleology of his-
tory. His interpretation is provocative, is sum,
both for its interpretive acuity and for its diver-
gence from Spinoza.

Spinoza, Our Contemporary

If the claim that texts have afterlives, not
lives, is true, Spinoza’s afterlife is increasingly
robust among continental philosophers. The
significance of Spinoza’s philosophy for
Schelling, Fichte, Hegel, and other figures in
German Idealism is well known. Nietzsche,
too, cites Spinoza as a philosophical forebear
and engages his thought. Thinkers as central to
contemporary continental conversations as
Louis Althusser, Gilles Deleuze, Etienne
Balibar, Pierre Macherey, and Antonio Negri,
have all taken Spinoza as an important inter-
locutor. The collective work of Althusser and
Balibar published as Reading Capital (1968)
stands as a primary text in this series;
Deleuze’s Spinozism extends beyond his
Spinoza books, Spinoza et le probléme de
[’expression (1968) and Spinoza: Philosophie
Pratique (1968, 1981).' Macherey’s Hegel ou
Spinoza (1979), Negri’s The Savage Anomaly,
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and Giorgio Agamben’s The Coming Commu-
nity are three recent examples.” Less familiar to
Anglophone readers but vitally important is
Alexandre Matheron, another Marxist, whose
work has focused on anthropology and poli-
tics.” Fascinating, too, is the growing body of
work that views Spinoza as anticipating ele-
ments of Freudian psychoanalysis. Althusser,
for example, connects Spinozistic conatus to
Freudian libido, Lacan refers to Spinoza at im-
portant points, and several recent volumes
have taken up the issue.” Finally, contemporary
continental feminist philosophy has also taken
up Spinoza as a resource. Moira Gatens’s
Imaginary Bodies (1996) and the subsequent
Collective Imaginings (1999) by Gatens and
Geunvieve Lloyd are prominent in that regard.”

A distinctive contribution of Spinoza’s
post-Marxist readers has been to raise the
question of how problems of social and politi-
cal community emerge in conjunction with
problems of the constitution of Nature (or God,
to invert a famous formula from the Preface to
Book 4 of Spinoza’s Ethics). These commenta-
tors put in question our usual priorization of
metaphysical and epistemological questions
over social and political questions, but they do
not reduce one to the other. As interpreters,
they highlight how Spinoza’s God or Nature
(Deus sive Narura), with its insistence on im-
manence and its rehabilitation of extension and
affectivity, provides the context for a naturalis-
tic political philosophy. Crucially, for Spinoza,
the human subject is not “a kingdom within a
kingdom” (Political Treatise 1.2), with the re-
sult that social and political theory take a mate-
rialist turn.” As read by the French commenta-
tors, Spinoza emerges as a key ancestor, even a
progenitor, of historical materialism. For these
decidedly non-idealistic, anti-transcendent
and anti-transcendental readers, Spinoza’s
philosophy provides a way to think about em-
bodied, affective knowers in their concrete in-
teractions and differentiations. Althusser’s de-
scription of his own discovery of Spinoza,
given as an epigraph above, is a classic articu-
lation of the power of this reversal. Seen in the
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context of political theory before Marx and in
the context of the contractarian tradition,
Spinoza stands as a thinker of politics as a sci-
ence of actual bodies in actual circumstances,
not abstract, ideal or universal individuals
emerging from the pre-social state of nature.
As Balibar observes, Spinoza, faced with the
competing claims that human beings are by na-
ture social and that societies are artificial insti-
tutions, disrupts the competitive schema to
open up a new approach (SP 78). This new ap-
proach involves thinking the reciprocal consti-
tution of individuals and societies under the
Spinozistic headings of interactivity and com-
munication. Spinoza’s aspectival, perspectival
way of thinking releases thinking from
dualisms.

Balibar’s Spinoza et la Politque appeared
1985, then in an expanded version and English
translation, Spinoza and Politics, in 1998. In
examining Balibar’s approach to Spinoza, 1
will focus on his sensitivity to Spinoza’s mate-
rialism, then assess whether he pursues this
theme far and radically enough. Balibar uses
Spinoza to dismantle the concepts of subjectiv-
ity inherited from Descartes, Hobbes, and
Locke. The Spinozistic subject reinvigorated
by Balibar’s study is material in the sense of
historically specific and concrete, embodied
and affective as well as rational, and, crucially,
interactive rather than atomistic and isolated.
His reading of Spinoza on community particu-
larly stresses themes of identification, and
communication or communicability replace
natural sociability and the natural multitude,
the masses of traditional Marxist theory."
Balibar’s reading, however, underplays the
significance of Spinoza’s nominalism with re-
gard to politics. As a consequence, he attrib-
utes to Spinoza the view that democracy is a
kind of ideal politics.

Spinoza’s approach to the traditional sub-
ject is radically negative: the will as the locus
of agency, the separation of mind and body,
and the boundaries of individuation are all con-
tessed in central arguments of the Ethics. For
Spinoza, there is neither a faculty identifiable
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as the will (for all volitions are radically singu-
lar, and the faculty is merely an empty abstrac-
tion which generalizes singular events under a
fictitious universal); the mind is the idea of the
body (i.e., the same thing under a different at-
tribute, not a really-distinct, self-subsistent and
incorporeal entity); and neither reason nor the
affects can be said to originate in an ontologi-
cally discrete individual. Spinozistic singulars
are configured and reconfigured in, through,
and as through bodily interactions, affective
imitations, and relations of ideas. What politi-
cal theory calls individual subjects come to be
and pass away through the movement of Na-
ture as a generative network of forces; each
subject is a unique event of Nature's occur-
rence, and subjects cannot be universalized ex-
cept through political fictions.

Despite the clearly non-humanistic tenor of
his discussion, and despite his denial that we
are social by nature (i.e., natural necessity and
teleology), Spinoza remarks in Ethics 4 that
there is nothing of greater use to a human being
than another human being. Ultimately, for him,
the terms “individual” or “political subject,”
“community” or “collectivity”, and “Nature”
or “world” express modal, not real distinc-
tions; plainly put, they are ways of apprehend-
ing and articulating Nature. Community, on
this reading, emerges itself as an occurrence of
Nature, an expression of Nature’s coming to be
and passing away in and as singular individuals
in their interactions. In connection with this
theme, I shall raise questions about the place of
collectivity and teleology in Balibar’s reading
of Spinoza.

My central differences with Balibar can be
stated rather succinctly. Balibar’s reading is
oriented by two motifs, which I find to be in
tension with one another. On the one hand,
Balibar is at great pains to stress Spinozistic
immanence and multiplicity. On the other
hand, his reading is governed by teleology, i.e.,
the imposition or realization of an ultimate or-
der of nature. The incompatibility of these po-
sitions stems from Spinoza’s critique of teleol-
ogy in the Appendix to Ethics 1 and his
emphasis there on the nominal character of all

attributions of order: “Men prefer order to con-
fusion, as if order were anything in nature more
than a relation to our imagination” (Curley
444). Further, where Balibar finds an ideal
form or directed process, Spinoza specifically
recognizes destruction as part of nature’s infi-
nite generativity: “There is no singular thing in
nature than which there is not another more
powerful and stronger. Whatever one is given,
there is another more powerful by which the
first can be destroyed” (E4A1). [ see Balibar’s
reading as moving from a perspicuous account
of different aspects of the city and the multi-
plicity of Nature to a univocal evocation of fun-
damental structure and dialectical process, if
not even resolution. Balibar’s Spinoza, in sum,
becomes utopian. To raise these reservations is
in no way to underestimate the interpretive
value of Spinoza and Politics. It is rather to un-
derline ways in which Balibar’s reading, like
all readings, shows its own commitments.
Balibar, 1 think, wishes to put Spinoza’s texts
to work in the service of democratization and
does so with a kind of hope and determinism
not found in Spinoza’s philosophy.

Spinoza’s Materialism

The great strength of Balibar’s reading is his
emphasis on Spinoza’s materialism. “Materi-
alism” can mean two things. First, as a meta-
physical thesis, materialism is the claim that
everything is a body. Hobbes is the archetypal
early modern materialist, writing in the De
Corpore that everything which is, is body, and
that which is not a body, is not: *“The world (1
mean . . . the whole mass of all things that are),
is corporeal, that is to say, body . . . and that
which is not body is no part of the universe.”
For early modern thinkers, this metaphysical
materialism or metaphysical physicalism is
typically paired with mechanism, the view that
bodies come in discrete units and can be de-
scribed in terms of their motions. Althusser’s
remarks to the contrary, Spinoza is not this
kind of materialist. Nor for that matter is he a
mechanist. Balibar’s emphasis on communica-
tion attests to Spinoza’s resistance to mecha-
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nism, and so echoes the Physical Digression of
Ethics 2, whose main themes are interactivity,
composition, and fluidity. If we are to call
Spinoza anything from the lexicon of meta-
physics, the best term is double-aspect monist.
Spinoza argues that there is only one substance
or God or nature, expressed in an infinity of at-
tributes, two of which, thought and extension,
are accessible to human knowers. These attrib-
utes constitute aspects or ways in which sub-
stance appears, and they in no way reflect real
distinctions.

Spinoza’s disregard for the metaphysical
questions and associated dualisms typical of
the Cartesian context is unmistakable. His ap-
proach is dismissive, even insouciant.”" Al-
though the expression “God or Nature” does
not appear until the Preface to Ethics 4, Ethics
I clearly refuses all forms of metaphysical
transcendence and teleology. The doctrine of
creation, for example, is directly criticized,
and God is said to the cause of all things in the
same way in which he is the cause of himself
(E1P25S). Immanence, as theory of causation,
thinks causes and effects together, thus eroding
the ontological distinction between them. And,
finally, reason is stripped of all transcendent
and transcendental status.

The other famous dualism characteristic of
Cartesianism, that between the mind and the
body, is equally rejected. For early modern
readers, a primary scandal of Ethics 2, for ex-
ample, was the claim that God has a body, i.e.,
can be thought under the attribute of extension
as well as the attribute of thought. Facing the
choices of metaphysical materialism or a spiri-
tualized, idealistic metaphysics, Spinoza, in
effects, refuses the choice. By treating thought
and extension as attributes of one and the same
God or Nature or Substance, Spinoza neutral-
izes and displaces the terms of the debate. In
Spinoza’s terms, “The order and connection of
ideas is the same as the order and connection of
things” (E2P7); otherwise expressed, “the
thinking substance and the extended substance
are one and the same substance, which is now
comprehended under this attribute, now under
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that” (E2P7S). As Balibar observes, “The
mind-body problem, that major obsession run-
ning through the history of philosophy, is elim-
inated at a single stroke” (SP 106). Spinoza
contends that the human mind is the idea of its
body (E2P11-13)—not that the mind is the
body, but that it is the idea of the body. This
means that the mind is related to the body but
also distinct. Further, Spinoza denies that the
mind and the body interact. For “the mind” and
“the body” to interact, “they” would have to
exist as (discrete or real) things,I2 and, more-
over, “they” would require a common measure
or medium, which is precisely what the thesis
of the irreducibility of the attributes denies
(E1P10).

Ethics 3P2S spells the details of this way of
thinking in connection with the claim that the
mind and the body do not influence each other.
Spinoza writes that:

The decision of the Mind and the appetite or de-
termination of the Body by nature exist to-
gether—or rather are one and the same thing,
which we call a decision when it is considered
under, and explained through, the attribute of
Thought, and which we call a determination
when it is considered under the attribute of Ex-
tension and deduced from the laws of motion
and rest. (Curley 497)

For Spinoza, the activity of decision and the
affection of appetite or determination are the
same; activity and passivity are, to put the
point briefly, different ways of thinking about
one and the same thing. More generally,
thought and extension, reason and the pas-
sions, activity and affection or passivity are ir-
reducibly diverse expressions of the same
thing. Balibar writes that, for Spinoza,

man'’s unity is that of single desire for self-pres-
ervation, which is simultaneously expressed
through the actions and the passions of the body.,
and through the actions and passions of the soul
(that is, through the sequences of movements
and sequences of ideas). These sequences are
substantially identical, because they express the
same individual essence; but they do so differ-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




ently, thus expressing the irreducible multiplic-
ity of the orders of natural causality. (SP 106)"*

For Spinoza, there is no third faculty, the
will, linking bodily and mental experience or
mediating between affections and decisions.
Any event can be described in terms of the se-
ries of ideas in the attribute of thought and the
series of motions in the attribute of extension.
Similarly, every idea is accompanied by an af-
fect. The affect of reason is joy, that of igno-
rance, sadness. As Balibar puts the point,
“There is . . . no reason after the event to add a
special act of will or a special effect produced
by an emotion in order for [an] idea to pass
from the sphere of thought to the sphere of
praxis” (SP 108). Just as Spinoza denies the ex-
istence of the will as the mediator between the
human being and the rest of (passive) nature
(E1 Appendix; E2P49S), he denies the exis-
tence of the will as a mediator within the hu-
man being and as a mediator between continu-
ous self-identity and change. In shifting the
discussion to desire, i.e., interactivity and re-
sponsiveness, moreover, Spinoza denies the
existence of the will as the locus of discrete
agency. In the language of the Political Trea-
tise, a human being is not “a kingdom within a
kingdom” (Political Treatise 1.2). There is no
incorporeal soul within the body, and there is
no ontological basis of individual identity.
Spinozistic conatus is precisely the idea that |
am the ceaseless summation and movement of
my interactions, not a stable thing in which ac-
cidents inhere. For Spinoza, desire names the
fluid interactions of an individual and other in-
dividuals, and “Desire is man’s essence”
(E3P95).

In this analysis, Balibar underlines the criti-
cally non-Cartesian orientation of Spinoza’s
philosophy. Paradoxically, however, Balibar’s
identification of the mind-body problem as
“that major obsession running through the his-
tory of philosophy” uncritically invokes “the”
history of philosophy. Just at the moment
Balibar correctly identifies Spinoza’s coun-
ter-modern discourse, he reduces the history of
philosophy to a series of problems typical of

the Christian and particularly the post-Carte-
sian tradition. It’s necessary here to underline
how reading Spinoza seriously—as Balibar
does—should reopen the question of “the his-
tory of philosophy” and its theologico-politi-
cal constitution, that is, its configuration
around issues of individuation, individual im-
mortality, and transcendence and its determi-
nation by institutions of the church and state
(e.g., the condemnation of 1277). Balibar is
right to argue that Spinoza rejects the idea of
the will, but he misses the specifically Chris-
tian character of speculations about the will
and the ensuing separation from nature. Au-
gustine is the paradigmatic thinker of this divi-
sion. Spinoza’s philosophical orientation
emerges not from the Latin Scholastic context
but rather from medieval Jewish and Islamic
sources whose Aristotelianism is materialist."”
In this tradition, moreover, the status of ethics
and politics as neither given by natural neces-
sity (as in the natural law tradition) nor merely
artificial (as in the contract tradition) was a ma-
jor theme and the subject of considerable re-
flection. What is needed here is a more materi-
alist, less totalizing, approach to the history of
philosophy.” While Balibar surely describes
the usual version of the history of philosophy,
he misses the opportunity to open the question
of history and canonicity.

Metaphysical materialism and idealism
aside, Spinoza is a materialist in a second, po-
litical sense of the term. Spinoza, as revealed
by Balibar, philosophizes in response to the
political situation of the Dutch Republic, and is
exquisitely responsive to public rhetoric and
policy. Explaining the title, Spinoza et la
politique, Balibar stresses the reciprocal impli-
cation of philosophy and politics:

The relationship between philosophy and poli-
tics is such that each implies the other. By pos-
ing specifically philosophical problems,
Spinoza is not choosing to approach his politi-
cal concerns by an indirect route, he is not trans-
posing them from their proper place and recast-
ing them in a “metapolitical” medium. He deals
in philosophical terms because only philosophy
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can give him the means to know exactly, or, as
he would say, “adequately” (cf. Ethics, 11D4,
ITIP11, 34 and 38-40; and The Letters, LX) the
power relations and the particular interests that
are at stake in politics. (SP 4)

Ultimately, the import of these points is to raise
the question of the relation of ethics and poli-
tics to ontology. Specifically, Balibar chal-
lenges us to assess the place of social and polit-
ical philosophy within the canon. Though I
cannot argue the point here, my suggestion is
that the marginalization of the political in favor
of the metaphysical is itself a reflection of
theologico-political concerns. From a
post-Cartesian perspective, metaphysical and
epistemological matters appear as primary, so-
cial and political questions as secondary. But
the history of Cartesianism is to be found in
Augustine, in Latin Scholasticism, and in the
exclusion of Averroistic materials from the
canon. To the extent that transcendence and
immateriality orient our philosophical dis-
courses, social and political philosophy are in-
evitably cast aside. Where some Marxist and
post-Marxist readers invert the priorities to re-
habilitate social and political philosophy,
Balibar’s reading resists a simple inversion
and so invites us to rethink the relations of
these discourses.

Dialectic, Aspects, and Stability

The heart of Balibar’s book is a reading of
Ethics 4P37, which offers a double genesis of
the city or state, once according to the affects
and once according to reason. E4P37 reads:
“The good which everyone who seeks virtue
wants for himself, he also desires for other
men; and this desire is greater as his knowledge
of God is greater.” Spinoza offers two demon-
strations of this proposition, one according to
reason, the other according to affect. The dem-
onstration according to reason emphasizes the
reality of connection and the process of be-
coming more active, that is, less subject to ex-
ternal forces. For Spinoza, human beings have
a kind of double drive: to preserve themselves
as individuals and to join together with other
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individuals of the same nature as themselves
and so to constitute a more powerful individual
that will, as effectively as possible, mitigate
disruptive external causes. The increase in
knowledge and the increase in desire express
the same movement. There is accordingly no
ultimate opposition between individuality and
sociability or collectivity. Individuals are, in
fact, nothing other than composites of other in-
dividuals. In the limiting case, if we make
enough connections, no externality remains;
the composite individual is the union or con-
nection of infinite diversity. Balibar comments
that it is here that:

objective solidarity begins to take shape. Since
no individual is rigorously like any other, each
having his own temperament, multitude is then
synonymous with exchange...and with free
communication between irreducibility singular
beings. (SP 96)'¢

Returning to this theme of the reasonable
city in Chapter 5, Balibar underlines Spinoza’s
nominalism. As much, however, as Spinoza
views the concrete individual as the only exist-
ing thing and disdains “‘humanity” or the “hu-
man species” as abstractions, Balibar empha-
sizes that:

this nominalism has nothing to do with
atomistic individualism: to say that all individu-
als are different (or, better, that they act and suf-
fer in different ways) is not to say that they can
be isolated from one another. The idea of such
isolation is simply another mystificatory ab-
straction. Itis the relationship of each individual
to other individualities and their reciprocal ac-
tions and passions which determine the form of
the individual’s desire and actuate its power.
Singularity is a transindividual function. It is a
function of communication. (SP 108)

Here, clearly, Balibar is attempting to defuse
accusations of a Marxist privileging of the
multitude by stressing the internal diversity
and irreducible differentiation of the city, in-
deed, of its component individuals. Again,

To desire the good of others as a function of my
own good (and thus to anticipate my own good
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through the good of others), so as to be able to
use others and to be used by them, is therefore in
no way to desire that others should be like me,
should act like me and adopt my opinions. On
the contrary, it is to desire that they should be
different, develop their own powers and know
what is of use to them more and more ade-
quately. In other words, the City that is ratio-
nally conceived and constructed through the
daily activity of its members is indeed a collec-
tive individuality .. . but it is not founded on uni-
formity. Thus it is itself the means by which
each man can affirm and strengthen his own in-
dividuality. (SP 110)

This is a subtle, Spinozistically-inflected inter-
polation of the traditional Marxistemphasis on
the masses or multitude. Transindividuation is
clearly an effort to think outside the polarities
of individual and multitude, to avoid replacing
the atomistic, pre-existing subject of classical
contractarianism with the masses of Marxist
ideology, such that one is constituted by and as
the other. It is also an attempt to think about in-
dividuation through metaphors of interaction
and motion, rather than self-identity and onto-
logical integrity."

The demonstration of Ethics 4P37 accord-
ing to the passions, in contrast, emphasizes
subjection to external causes. This state of
powerlessness is the state of sadness, in which
individuals are moved by contradictory affects
and imagine freedom as freedom from
affectivity. Individuals hiving under the sway
of the affects desire that others should love
what they love and live according to their tem-
perament. When, however, others love what
we love, the result is ambivalence, inasmuch as
we embrace the confirmation but fear that the
satisfaction of the other’s desire will come at
the expense of our own. As a result, we fluctu-
ate between love and hatred, and this fluctua-
tion renders the affectively constituted city in-
trinsically unstable. Notice that this mass is
affectively communicative, i.e., interactive; as
Balibar observes, “When individuals represent
their interests to themselves, that is, when they
think and act, they do so in imaginary forms
that are always already in collective forms (sto-

ries that bear the hopes and fears of a group)”
(SP 120).

As Balibar emphasizes in his reading of
E4P37, the rational and the affective genesis of
the City coexist: “They represent two aspects
of a single complex process or, if you prefer.
two moments in a single dialectic. Every real
city is founded simultaneously on both an ac-
tive genesis and a passive genesis” (SP 112).
The rational agreement is free, in the sense of
liberating or emancipatory, while the affective
agreement, founded on imaginary concur-
rences, is ambivalent and unstable. No city, in
other words, can exist on a purely rational ba-
sis, and no city can exist on a purely affective
basis. Given the power of the affects, the city
must specifically regulate and govern affects.
Balibar’s phrase is that the city “polarises™ af-
fects, directing and stabilizing them so that in-
dividuals are induced or compelled to act “as
if” they were guided by reason. The City does
this by affective means. e.g., the proper myths
of universal civic religion."

From this standpoint, the institution of the
city is a transformation of the actual powers of
the mass of individuals. Balibar identiftes this
transformation as internal, namely, as a pro-
cess in which the passive, ignorant mass comes
to know itself and so to be active (SP 120).
Where the passive mass, subject to fear and
hope alternates between submission and revolt
and, subject to fortune, oscillates between un-
der and over-estimation of its own power, the
active mass, through its self-knowledge, is able
to correct the effects of fortune. These correc-
tions may take different forms in different cir-
cumstances, but the overall trajectory is a man-
agement of affectivity. This trajectory is the
problematic point. Balibar writes:

When the mass is fully active (that is, perfectly
instituted), then the State has achieved what for
Spinoza is the absolute of power-—internal sta-
bility, which approximates in human terms “a
kind of eternity”. But this concept clearly corre-
spondstoa“striving” (atendency)rather thanto
astatic state. That is why, paradoxically, the fact
that the TP remained unfinished has a theoreti-
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cal advantage: instead of a theory of democracy,
what we have is theory of democratization,
which is valid for every regime. The modalities
employed may vary, but there is always one fun-
damental mechanism which is always the same
and to which Spinoza continually returns. This
is the circulation of information. (SP 121)

This paragraph is in tension with itself, and
the tension is between Balibar’s ideal future
and Spinoza’s descriptive praxis. Balibar first
hypothesizes the fully active mass, as if affec-
tive passivity can be eradicated, and stability,
as if the motions and flux of interaction could
be regularized; eternity here is the perfectly or-
dered future. Balibar then invokes the idea of
process, that is, of striving and incomplete-
ness. In this context, what is Balibar’s refer-
ence to striving and to a tendency but the im-
portation of teleology? The striving of which
he speaks is intrinsically ordered to democ-
racy. Spinozistic striving, by contrast, is fully
affective and so infinitely variable, with no
particular destiny. Similarly, Balibar’s “funda-
mental mechanism” of communication can
amount to nothing other than privileging of one
mode or aspect over another, but it is difficult
to see how Spinoza, the thinker of infinite at-
tributes and infinite modality, could affirm
this. Thus, while Balibar avoids the
totalization of democracy by referring to de-
mocratization as a process, that process as-
sumes both an origin and an end. As such, it is
at odds with Balibar’s own appreciation of the
multiplicity and heterogeneity—the singular-
ity—of Nature. We are passing, it seems to me,
from the Spinozistic language of multiple as-
pects and perspectives to the Marxist language
of dialectical process and resolution.

Two further commitments can be discerned
here. First, it seems that Balibar envisions
communication—interaction—as essentially
harmonious rather than discordant. This is
clearly utopian, and we need only remember
Chapter 16 of Spinoza’s Theologico-Political
Treatise, with its evocation of the conflictual
character of Nature, or his discussion of the rel-
ative character of good and evil in the Preface
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to Ethics 4, to question such a reading.” Na-
ture occurs, Spinoza argues, and its process is
unceasing coming to be and passing away. Na-
ture’s configuration and reconfiguration oc-
curs through destruction and conflict as well as
concord. Second, in proposing the transition to
a rational state, Balibar appears to presume
that enough knowledge is possible, and to as-
sume that the process of communication will
produce something like adequation. If the
motto for Spinozistic politics is, according to
Balibar, “as many people as possible, thinking
as much as possible,” Balibar seems optimistic
about the expansion of the thinking public.” In
this respect, he both underplays the power of
the passions and overestimates the reach of the
intellect’s power to apprehend nature. The Ap-
pendix to Ethics |, which emphasizes the inev-
itability of prejudice, i.e., the power of the af-
fects and the social imaginary, cuts against this
hope. Prejudice is inevitable, for Spinoza, be-
cause knowledge is finite, and because desire
and appetite are vivid to us. Spinoza writes that
“all people” are “inclined by nature to em-
brace” the teleological myth and so do out of
native ignorance and appetite. Having ac-
cepted this myth, all prejudices follow, and fol-
low inevitably (Ethics 1 Appendix, Curley
440).

This said, it is perhaps no surprise that
Balibar takes Spinoza to conflate Nature and
History. While Balibar’s critique of the onto-
logical separation of Nature and History (i.e.,
post-Augustinian politics) closely echoes
Spinoza, Balibar’s conflation of Nature and
History is more Marxist than Spinozan. Here,
again, Balibar’s own text exhibits tensions. On
the one hand, Balibar presumes the possibility
of totality, i.e., closure in speaking of all possi-
ble configurations. For Balibar, Spinoza’s Na-
ture or History is:

a history without purpose, indeed, but not with-
out a process, not without a movement of trans-
formation (that is to say, no particular transfor-
mation is ever “guaranteed”). By analysing all
the possible historical configurations of the “di-
alectic” between reason and passion that struc-
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tures the life of the City, we come to know hu-
man nature itself-—and thus nature in general.
But politics is the touchstone of historical
knowledge. So it we know politics ratio-
nally—as rationally as we know mathemat-
ics—then we know God, for God conceived ad-
equately is identical with the multiplicity of
natural powers. (SP 122)

For Spinoza, however, history is a finite,
perspectival, and also committed account of
Nature. No intellect, not even an infinite intel-
lect, adequates Nature’s absolute infinity, for
even an infinite intellect is infinite only in kind,

not absolutely (Letter 12). Thus Nature is ei-
ther multiple and generative—infinite and un-
limited by anything outside itself, to use
Spinoza’s expressions—or is knowable with
full adequation, that is, regularized and stabi-
lized. Balibar’s own position is an attempt to
overcome Nature's infinite variability. At this
point, Balibar exceeds Spinoza’s own sense of
the finitude and partiality of politics and phi-
losophy. Balibar’s reading, at this juncture, is
instructive for its fidelity to Spinoza and for its
departures.
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fects. For Spinoza, one affect changes another.
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