PAGE  
104
  bechler/actetica/Spinoza


TP II:5))

2. Spinoza and the myth of  the good

32.1.   Actualistic God


32.1.1   Spinoza on the extreme subtlety called “possibility”


52.1.2.   A world without aim or good or evil


62.1.3.   A world without order


82.1.4.   Three identities and self-causality


102.1.5.   How is Necessity possible?


122.1.6.   Wholes and causa sui


142.1.7.   Logical causality


162.1.8.   Wholes, God’s Immanence and other entia rationis


192.1.9.   How is plurality  possible ?


232.1.10.   How is Determinism possible ?


252.1.11.   Possible  Solutions


282.2.   Intellect and  Natura


282.2.1.   Plurality and the  Intellect


292.2.2.   Modes as entia rationis


332.2.3.   Attribute as ens rationis


352.2.4.   The role of intellect


392.2.5.   Real beings and Modes of thought


412.2.6.   Certainty is the subjective essence of idea


452.2.7.   Veritas sui sit norma: The internality of truth


472.2.8.   How Intellect creates essences


512.2.9.   Essence is existence


552.3   The Nature of the Good


552.3.1.   Conatus, the relativity of good, and automatic perfection


582.3.2.   Conatus, particular essences, and necessity


612.3.3.   Conatus, essence and the will


642.3.4.   Actualist good – its relationality and non-reality


682.3.5.   Counterfactuals and perfection


712.3.6.   “How then can we go astray ?” – the Homogeneity Thesis


742.4  Power Ethics


742.4.1.   Power-Ethics and its Right End


782.4.2.   "God’s right is nothing else but his very power"


822.4.3.   Perfection and  total justification


842.4.4.   The  possibility of Toleration


862.4.5   The myth of Spinoza’s Toleration


892.4.6.   1984 –  going one better


912.4.7.   Virtue  Ethics and its natural end


942.4.8.   Spinoza a transcendental Idealist : Transition to Kant


992.5. The Other Spinoza


992.5.1 Toleration and the commentators


992.5..2  The Actualist Syndrom: Spinoza on the survival of the soul


100XX. Bibliography


102xxi. Index locorum and names




2.1.   Actualistic God

2.1.1   Spinoza on the extreme subtlety called “possibility”

In the context of Spinoza’s argument that possibility (or contingency, which was the same thing in his view) is not a real quality of things but merely a reflexion of our ignorance of reality, he argued that there cannot be any middle category between necessary entities (i.e., God, whose essence is non-separable from existence) and impossible entities (i.e., “chimeras”). This clean and decisive cut he formulated thus:

If, thus, it is the divine decree that something should exist, it exists from necessity, or if less than this, it will be impossible for it to exist. For it is a self-evident fact that that which has no cause, internal or external, for its existence, cannot possibly exist. (CM:125 XE "CM\:125" )
That is, potentiality is an impossible category or, “the contingent is not real”, or contingency and possibility “arise not because of something real, but only because of defects of our perception” (CM:127 XE "CM\:127" ). Hence, to regard potentiality as a reality is an elementary fallacy not only of confusing reality with figments of our ignorance, but rather of inventing an impossible middle between the only two real categories, necessity and impossibility:

Wherefore I cannot wonder enough, at the extreme subtlety of those who, not without deleterious consequences to truth, try to find some middle ground between being and nothing. But I will not delay to refute this error, seeing that it fades into their own vain subtlety. (CM:124 XE "CM\:124" )

Taking this as our directory, we’ll base our reading on the assumption of Spinoza's rigid actualism, i.e., the thesis that potentiality (or “potency”) is nothing in reality or “in things, for in truth contingency and possibility are nothing more than defects of our intellect” (CM:127 XE "CM\:127" ). We’ll refrain from applying to Spinoza any “subtle” mixed categories such as diversity-in-unity, potency-in-act, duality-in-unity.
 For the rigorous actualist these are anathema, indeed they are exactly what characterizes his arch-opponent, the potentialist who holds that some potentialities are real (e.g., the Platonic Ideas, or Newton’s absolute space and time and laws of nature and forces, or his inertial motions)).
 

But, of course, Spinoza's ultimate declaration of actualistic commitment was the central thesis of his ontology, i.e., God is Nature or, as he put it, “God or Nature”. For it means simply that in so far as God is real, He is actual to  us, i.e., nothing in Him is ever hidden since He is the world as it is  given to our cognition.   Along with it came the rest of the actualist baggage, i.e., that essence is identical to actual properties, soul is identical to body, and  all values are mere figments of our minds. We’ll start from this end, and after establishing the broad outlines of his theory of value, turn to his theory of the world, his ontology of essences, and finally come back to a detailed presentation of his ethical doctrine as a consequence of these.

2.1.2.   A world without aim or good or evil

Spinoza opened his ethical definitive work by detailing his whole metaphysics and chose the end of this metaphysical presentation for declaring his view about ends in nature. It is, in an important sense, the apex of his ontology, the locus where its central principle and insight are expressed against the background of his already presented ontology.

His position about teleology was, in essence, the same as Aristotle’s in the sense that both viewed aims as determined by actual end-points, i.e., ex post facto. We’ll also see that the metaphysical reason for this sameness of end views was a shared beginning, or “principle”, about the non-separateness of essences. For Aristotle, as we saw, this led not merely to the non-separateness of soul and body, but also and more importantly to his rejection of Plato’s theory that the good is separate from us and from the world. Spinoza employed in the Appendix on teleology the same principle: just as aims are non-separate from actual ends, i.e., there are no aims in nature, so there is no good and evil in the world.  He presented the separateness thesis as just a widespread prejudice, and it was this universal prejudice that appeared in the common conceptions of good and bad, and of aims in nature, as things that exist separately from the human mind. In actuality, these are merely creatures of the human mind and so are non-separate from it:

All the notions by which the vulgar are wont to explain nature are nothing else than modes of imagination, and indicate the nature of nothing whatever, but only the constitution of the imagination; and since they have names as if they were entities existing outside the imagination, I call them entities, not of reason, but of imagination.(E I App:37 XE "E I App\:37" )

His examples of “All the notions” here include “good and bad, merit and wrong-doing, praise and blame, order and confusion, beauty and ugliness” (E I App:32 XE "E I App\:32" ), the notion that “the gods direct all things for the use of men” (E I App:33 XE "E I App\:33" ), or simply the “doctrine of final causes” (E I App:34 XE "E I App\:34" ) and the prejudice that “God acts on account of an end” (E I App:34 XE "E I App\:34" ). All of these are prejudices of a kind, namely, judgments man makes

concerning things according to the dispositions of his own brain or rather takes for things that which is really the modifications of his imagination. (E I App:36 XE "E I App\:36" )

2.1.3.   A world without order

But is it merely that “all notions by which the vulgar explain nature are nothing else than modes of imagination” and reflect only the “disposition of his own brain” in the sense that it is only a result of an error that can be remedied so that these mere “modes of imagination” and “disposition of the brain” can be surmounted and replaced by true, objective notions of good and bad, order and disorder, and aim in nature? Will Spinoza propose a view of objective of good and order and aim in nature as independent of the “disposition of the brain”, of objective notions as independent of our “modes of imagination”? Only if some concepts of order and chaos, of good and evil, of beautiful and ugly, express not merely the “disposition of our brain” but denote things real and separate from “our brains”, can they reflect knowledge rather than mere “prejudices” and “superstition”. But, to start with, we know that throughout Ethic Spinoza held that the concepts of objective order and disorder in nature, are indeed mere entities of imagination, i.e., nothing separate from our minds:

Forasmuch as those who do not understand the nature of things but only imagine them, make no assertions about things as they are and mistake their imagination for intellect, they firmly believe there is order in things, and are ignorant of this and their own nature. (E I App:35 XE "E I App\:35" )

That “they firmly believe there is order in things” and are mistaken in this, implies that there is no such thing: Order is not a separate property of the world. The significant point here is that Spinoza’s conclusion is un-conditional – it does not hint at the possibility of another, intellectual (rather than imaginationally originated) concept of order as separate. The categorical rejection of the “firm belief” that “there is order in things” will not be balanced by a suggestion of another, separate, kind of order. Rather, it  will emerge that the very notion of order in nature cannot possibly refer to something “in things”, i.e., separate,

As if order were anything in nature save in respect to our imagination. (E I App:36 XE "E I App\:36" )

Order, according to this statement, is necessarily non-separate from the imagination, is necessarily nothing “in nature”. And after explaining that popular teleology is a kind of order attributed to God’s intention and will and imagination, he went on to generalize his argument to “the other notions”, i.e., the “good and bad” the “beautiful and ugly”, just as the “sweet and sour”:

The other notions also are nothing other than ways of imagining in which the imagination is affected in diverse manners, and yet they are considered by the ignorant as the most important attributes of things. (E I App:36 XE "E I App\:36" )

So, to sum the  negative ontology  which Spinoza  declared  up to this point,  there is  no objective, separate  aim ( or end ), or good, or order in the world. This sounds so bizarre  not  only as coming from  the  author of  an astounding  book on  ethics, but  rather from a philosopher best known for his assertion of uncompromising  rigorous causal necessity and the absolute reign of law in the world. For  surely  law or causality  is  the paradigm of  any structure  or order in nature , and  maybe  even of  aims and ends . So how was it possible for him to assert the absolute rule of law and causality but simultaneously declare the mere fictitiousness of order and ends?   

It will be one aim of this chapter to solve this problem, since “in fact it is impossible to grasp my ethics unless one first understands […] my view about necessity in actuality” (Ep [27]:153 XE "Ep [27]\:153" ). To understand Spinoza's ethical doctrine is to see how this denial of objective order is the logical outcome not only of his ontology but also of his solutions of the major difficulties it raised for him. 

2.1.4.   Three identities and self-causality

The ontology Spinoza developed in Part I of the Ethics is rigged to identify the two members of each of these three pairs of concepts: World–God, Substance–Attribute, Thought–Extension.



First, then, all the Attributes of Substance are identical with it, and so are in fact identical to each other. He defined Attribute as the essence of Substance, and so it is just Substance itself.
 He implicitly confirmed this identity in the rest of the text, by his proof that the Attributes are the individuating principle of Substance – any difference in Attributes entails complete distinction of Substances, but also, their identity entails the identity of Substance: 

Prop. II.   Two Substances, having different Attributes, have nothing in common between them. (E I P2 XE "E I P2" )
Prop. IV   Two or more distinct things are distinguished one from the other either by the difference 
of the Attributes of Substances or by the difference of their modifications.(E I P4 XE "E I P4" ) 

And in its proof occurs this clause: “Substances, or what is the same thing (E I D4 XE "E I D4" ), their Attributes and modification.” So he implied here that in D4 he intended to convey just this, i.e., Attribute is “the same thing as” Substance. And, therefore, since God or Substance is “in itself” and “is conceived through itself” (E I D3 XE "E I D3" ), so exactly must be Attribute, as he proved:

Prop. X.   An Attribute of one Substance must be conceived through itself.(E I P10 XE "E I P10" )
And similarly, each Attribute must be eternal since it is God:

Prop. XIX.   God, that is, all the Attributes of God, are eternal.(E I P19 XE "E I P19" )
Here, again, we see that God is “the same thing” as “all its Attributes”. Now the next step in the identification process is self-evident: Since God is absolute unity, and he is also “all his Attributes”, it follows that there cannot be any real difference between the various Attributes. How exactly to interpret such a consequence will engage us later on, but for now we must reconcile ourselves to its necessity: Since God or “Substance absolutely infinite is indivisible”, as he proved in E I P13 XE "E I P13" , the various Attributes do not imply any plurality in him. Remembering that each Attribute is God’s essence, this identity of the Attributes to each other becomes obvious.

Now, the immediate outcome of identifying God with the World was the elimination of the  traditional efficient causality of God’s action on the World, turning it into self-causality .This meant that the world is causa sui, if only for the simple reason that there exists nothing except it. Consequently the possibility was eliminated of cosmic teleology in the sense that the march of the world is an ongoing execution of some preconceived blueprint or plan.

The same structure was reiterated in the rest of the two identities: Since by the second identity Substance is identical with its Attribute, Substance cannot possibly cause its Attribute. And since thought as well as extension are Attributes of the world, the world is identically both thought and extension, i.e., matter. But this implied that thought and matter are identical, entailing that no causal connection between them is logically possible: being one and the same, thought cannot possibly act on matter nor can matter act on thought.

Furthermore, the same argument eliminated also the viability of viewing the laws of nature as forces directing the world’s motions. Spinoza’s notorious total determinism can not possibly be taken as expressing causal necessitation, enforcing an event to take place thus and not otherwise. In fact, the self-causality of the world, as it is not linking two separate things, cannot be causality at all in the only standard sense of causality. An object cannot act upon itself, and self causation is no causation at all.

This, it may now be suggested, is the straightforward sense of Spinoza’s denial of objective, separate order in nature. It means that the world possesses no structure, either causal or teleological. This does not mean that it also does not possess necessity. It only means that this necessity is neither of the causal nor the vulgar teleological kind of necessity, in which at least two things are linked (cause and effect, end and process). Might there be another sense which Spinoza uses?

2.1.5.   How is Necessity possible?

To uncover the meaning of necessity in Spinoza’s ontology, we may begin by asking – what resources are left in such ontology to replace separate order and separate laws of nature? Enlightened, again, by Aristotle’s solution in the case of teleology, the suggestion presents itself that both separate order and laws of nature can be replaced by something like rough regularity, the “always or for the most part” (Ar:      xxxxx)
In Spinoza’s case, this exit is dictated by the identity of Substance and Attribute, or thought and extension. Since each thought-Mode is identical to some extension-Mode, laws of nature as thought-Modes must be identical to some extension-Modes, i.e., to material things. So the only available candidates for these extensional things are space-time actualities. 

The basic reason is that the identity of thought and extension is, ultimately, merely an expression of Spinoza’s extreme actualism: The world does not consist of two entities, one visible and one invisible (the world and God or Nature and its Laws), nor of two such realms (thought and extension), just as Substance does not consist of Substance plus its Attributes (“There are not two things in God” CM:150 XE "CM\:150" ).
  Substance, Spinoza urged, just is its Attributes, and so it followed that each Attribute is identical with any other Attribute. Non-separateness – the main principle of actualism –– took on here its ultimate form: the absolute unity of the world. Only by bearing in mind that all the lofty words about the unity of the world only express Spinoza's rigid actualism, shall we be able to form and then solve this problem of necessity in his world.

 Now, the general laws of nature are, for the actualist, just universals or abstractions which the mind performs on (or from) concrete, space-time particulars. To use Aristotle’s notions –law is the form of matter’s career in space and time. And just as actualism holds that form is non-separate from matter, so too must it hold that any thought-Mode is non-separate from its corresponding extension-Mode. This non-separateness entailed (e.g., in Aristotle) that it is logical absurdity to hold that form acts on matter. It entailed in Spinoza the impossibility of the action of a thought-Mode (e.g. some law of nature) on an extension-Mode (matter parcels). In this light should be viewed Aristotle’s insistence that natural motion is not the causal outcome of laws of nature but rather this motion is only “in accordance” with those laws. (e.g.xxxxxx ). This holds for Spinoza as well : Material Modes behave so and so not as an effect of the laws of nature action but only and strictly in accordance with them. This “accordance” must be comprehended, then, as just another name for identity: Any law of nature just is the various particular actual space-time “concatenation of things” (E I App:11 XE "E I App\:11" ) or of events that populate nature. Laws are nothing separate from these, nothing beyond and above them. This view he clearly implied when he pointed out the equal status of laws of nature and “universals or genera”:

Though they [laws] are particulars, yet by their presence and dominion they are for us like universals and genera (universalia sive genera) for the definition of particulars. (TDI §101 XE "TDI §101" )

Consequently, nothing can direct or cause or enforce the motions and processes of the world, either a tergo or a fronte, either from the outside or from the inside. There is no outside to the world, and the inside is homogeneous – all extension or all thought any way you cut it, but not a mixture of this and that, for a mixture is possible only if its components are separate from each other. Hence the “inside” cannot possibly consist of (though it can be distinguished into) different functions such as ends vs. process, or causes vs. effects, or laws vs. motions, or forms vs. matter. What, then, is the meaning of natural necessity in Spinoza's Nature? Later on we shall offer an answer (see 2.2.1 and 2.3.2), but it will need a rather detailed preparation.

2.1.6.   Wholes and causa sui
This result raises yet another major difficulty: That God is the first cause of existence of all things, is obvious in conventional theology, for which God is separate from the world, since to cause implies, in standard parlance, separation between cause and effect.  But how could Spinoza, for whom God is just all things, proclaim it too (e.g. DD I, 3, §2:VI XE "DD I, 3, §2\:VI" , E I P16 C3 XE "E I P16 C3" )? How exactly is God the first cause of Himself, i.e., how is the World the first cause of the world? Strangely, the first explanation we have from Spinoza, implies that God is the cause of all exactly because he is all, i.e., just because there is nothing outside the “all” 
. This is sufficient, Spinoza says, to conclude that 

Therefore, by all these reasons, we must say that God is the cause of all. (DD I, 3, §1:130)

 Neither was Spinoza unaware of the self-causation difficulty, nor was the nature of his solution in question. That he was well aware of the standard, informationist sense of causality becomes clear from his explanation of the distinction between God’s and human intellect. He inferred from this the distinction between God’s intellect, as the cause, and human intellect, as its effect (since “God’s intellect is the only cause of things”, ibid.) both in respect of essence and of existence:

A thing that is the cause of the essence and existence and of any effect must differ from that effect both in respect to its essence and in respect to its existence. (E I P17 S:19 XE "E I P17 S\:19" )

 Thus, the causality involved in creation implies, according to Spinoza, the distinction (or “difference”) between cause and its effects. This would be a clear cut refutation of the notion that God is both identical with the world and also its creative cause, be this causality as "internal" and "immanent" as it may. Indeed, on one sensitive occasion he came clean and declared the “sheer absurdity” of the idea of self-causation. During his analysis of the notion of desire he argued that it cannot be free, by reducing freedom to self-causation and thereby to absurdity:

Hence, if we say that  desire is free, it is like saying that this or that desire is its own cause, i.e., that it  caused itself to be before it was – which is absurdity itself and is impossible.      (DD II, 5, §17:168 XE "DD II, 5, §17\:168" )

 There can be only one conclusion i.e., immanent causality is no causality at all. Only thus can Spinoza's insistence on the unity of God and Nature be reconciled with his notion of God’s immanent causality ( about which more see §zzz below ). 

2.1.7.   Logical causality

The pronouncements as to the distinction between God and his effects (e.g., E I P17 S XE "E I P17 S" ), must then be read as implying the impossibility of God’s causal effectivity in a unified world. Indeed, the most obvious indication that this was the case for Spinoza is to be found in his definition of causa sui :

Def.1. By Cause of Itself (causa sui) I understand that whose essence involves existence; or, that whose nature cannot be conceived except as existing.(E I D1 XE "E I D1" )
The glaring feature of this definition is that it completely ignores causation, and replaces it by conceptual dependence, indicating that to cause was for Spinoza to conceptually or logically imply or entail. In other words, his concept of causation is strictly non-informationist: Only if two entities are logically linked, can they be causally related as cause and effect. The clearest case of causality would, then, be self-implication. And so it turns out that the concept of self-causation only appears paradoxical under the potentialistic ontology, but becomes trivially obvious in the actualistic ontology. Spinoza's definition of causa sui was his way of declaring, right at the beginning of the Ethics, his actualistic commitment. This carries along with it the implication that the only necessity in the world is logical, so that to save physical causality, it must be interpreted as a logical entailment. Much of his notorious deterministic thesis should become trivially obvious once this actualistic outlook is taken into account.

This should be viewed alongside Spinoza's unambiguous assertions as to the impossibility of any necessary connection between infinite being, such as God and the Attributes, and finite, particular plurality ( see §11 below on How is Plurality possible) For this implies that no causal connections between them are possible, i.e., finite particular Modes cannot possibly be the causal effects of God, since there is no way to link them logically.

Nor was his commitment to this view in doubt. In the earliest written part of DD, he raised and answered related questions. Having propounded arguments to show that God is absolutely one or “a unity outside of which nothing can be thought to be” (DD II, 5, §171:127 XE "DD II, 5, §171\:127" ), and yet that he is also “the internal cause” (DD II, 5, §171:124 XE "DD II, 5, §171\:124" ) of all there is, he allowed a difficulty to rise:

It seems that you want the whole to be something external to its parts, which is completely senseless, since all philosophers agree that the whole is only a secondary concept, which is nothing in nature outside human thought. Moreover, you obviously fail to distinguish between whole and cause… since, as I said, the whole does not exist except in its parts, or by its parts. (DD II, 5, §171:127 XE "DD II, 5, §171\:127" )

If God or nature is a whole consisting of its parts, then He cannot possibly be also their cause. The answer Spinoza now offered was that this is true indeed as regards external causes, but fails for internal causes, and so God is a whole and also internal cause of its parts:

You say that the cause must be external to the effects because it is what causes them, but you say this because you know only the external cause and not the internal cause, the one that does not bring about anything outside itself… Thus God is just the internal cause of its outcomes or creations, and yet is a whole in the other sense [i.e. that it exists in them]. (DD II, 5, §171:127 XE "DD II, 5, §171\:127" )

This early effort was to remain the most and best he was ever to muster, for it expressed, again, his actualistic outlook: only if the whole is somehow “external”, i.e., separate  from its parts, does a difficulty arise about its causal role.  But once the whole is identical to its parts, the real nature of its causal role is established beyond doubt. Since God is just the whole of the world, He logically entails the world. And it was just this identity of the whole to its parts that Spinoza now christened “internal cause”. Notice that he fully agreed with the standard actualistic (“nominalist”) view about whole and part, only adding that within this view, the whole could be said to be the “internal cause” of its parts. 

2.1.8.   Wholes, God’s Immanence and other entia rationis
Moreover, this early commitment to actualism with regard to the concept of whole was his only refuge from the conclusion that God consists of parts. His solution was to deny the premise that either parts or whole possess reality: 

To this we reply: (1) “part” and “whole” are not real or actual entities, but merely entities of reason. And so there is in Nature [“i.e., in substantial extension”, note 7] no “whole” and no “parts”. (DD II, 5, §171:123 XE "DD II, 5, §171\:123" )

Incidentally, we notice that the reason why “whole” is an ens rationis is different from the reason why “part” is: as he was to explain in detail (Ep [12] XE "Ep [12]" , E I P15 S XE "E I P15 S" ), parts do not exist in an infinite entity since they cannot be summed up. The notion of infinite summation was traditionally rejected among Aristotelians, and this was what Spinoza applied here.

But “whole” was an indigenous concept of the Aristotelian tradition ever since Aristotle introduced it. Spinoza only emphasized that it meant, within this tradition, nothing above and beyond the sum of its parts
. In our present early text, the vehement actualism at work is unmistakable not only in the above locution “real or actual” but rather in its logical results:

The “whole” is merely a being of reason, and differs from the “universal” only in this that the “universal” is made of different particulars of the same species, but the “whole” is made of different particulars taken together whether of the same or of different species. (DD II, 5, §171:129 XE "DD II, 5, §171\:129" )

An example he used at this occasion must be noted carefully to see the intensity of this nominalistic actualism:

Of all the ideas which a person has we create a whole or, which is the same thing, a being of reason, which we call “reason”. (DD II, 5, §171:128 XE "DD II, 5, §171\:128" )

This brought with it an important result about the meaning of causality as attributed to such entia rationes as “wholes”: When we say “with the philosophers, that reason is the cause of its ideas” (DD II, 5, §171:125 XE "DD II, 5, §171\:125" ) we mean that reason is the internal and not the external cause of these ideas. But this can only mean that reason is identical with these ideas. Thus we observe the logical grammar at work in setting up   one kind of ens rationis : a fictitious entity defined by equating it to some set of entities,  can be said to be their internal cause. The analogy to God’s internal causality was spelled out a page before that:

Thus, for instance, reason is the cause of its concepts, and so I call it cause in so far as its concepts depend on it. On the other hand, I call it “whole” in respect of existing in its concepts. Thus also God is nothing but the internal cause of his effects or creations, but he is a “whole” from the other aspect. (DD II, 5, §171:127 XE "DD II, 5, §171\:127" )

Obviously he intended here to state, loud and clear, that God is the “whole” (of the world) and so is, just like reason, an ens rationis, nothing but the sum of the world’s objects, and only thereby also their “internal” cause. There is no sense to His being the first cause and internal cause of Nature other than this double inter-linked sense, i.e., being identical with Nature and distinguished from it only by a fiction of reason. 

But this notion of internal cause which Spinoza thus introduced as an obvious ens rationis became one of the most pernicious obstacles in the traditional reading of his philosophy. In the Ethics he renamed it “immanent” cause and declared God to be such: 

Prop.18  God is the immanent and not the transitive (transiens) cause of all things.(E I P18 XE "E I P18" )
The demonstration makes it clear that it is just by being identical to the whole world, that God cannot be external, or “transeunt”, to it. Hence, so it follows, He must be “immanent” to it. But we must be aware that it is as self evident that, by the same argument, God can just as little be inside the world. Hence “immanent” can only mean “identical” but not “internal”.

 It is also as evident that by being identical with the world, this God forfeits any possible remainder of causal efficacy upon the world. So, in saying that God is not the "transitive" but strictly the immanent cause of all things, Spinoza can only be read as denying that God has any causal role in the world. Far from denoting a special kind of causality, immanence spells the impossibility of any causality.

So, what emerges from this and the earlier argument (the analogy to reason) is that since God is the whole comprising the different particulars of the world,( “whether of the same or of different species”), He is a mere  “universal” and therefore a  “being of reason”. The only way anything more can be attributed to Spinoza's view must be through showing that he eventually came to regard God as more than the sum of its parts.
 But nothing of sort is forthcoming, either in Spinoza or his commentators.

As an antidote to any deviation from this conclusion, we should get into the habit of reiterating  the triple mantra of Spinoza’s fundamental identities, established right at the start of the Ethics: God is the whole of nature, he is also each of the Attributes, just as each of these is their Modes. These identities are sufficient to eliminate any informative causal connection between God, the Attributes,  and the Modes ( i.e., the world). 

As an example, the notorious Natura naturans – Natura natutata division into active and passive parts within the one whole should be seen  to be clearly “not real or actual”. Such division must, then, be interpreted as fictitious or, rather, as relative and subjective, not denoting any separate reality. We just saw that the standard reply from the immanence of God’s causality holds no force, since  by  such internality Spinoza meant simply a mere fictitious action, or the action of a fictitious entity. 
2.1.9.   How is plurality  possible ?

This first identity raises the second great puzzle about Spinoza’s ontology – How to interpret the  plurality, in fact infinite plurality, installed within God’s absolute unity by his infinity of Attributes? Or, since we know by now that this must be merely apparent plurality, how can we explain that extension, say, is identical with thought and each “is the same thing as” God?

It should be borne in mind that in Spinoza’s language, infinity implies indivisibility since the infinite cannot be reconstructed from its parts (see E I P13 S XE "E I P13 S"  ). So God’s infinity was an immediate proof of his unity and consequently of the mere apparent nature of any real difference between the Attributes.    

Following the first identity and its great puzzle come now their obvious companions, the second identity and its great puzzle: Each Attribute is not merely the same thing as Substance, but also the same thing as its own modifications
. But since Attribute is infinite and hence indivisible, the present great puzzle is how to reconcile this with the plurality of its Modes? E.g., how to explain the reality of the various pieces of matter inhabiting space and time, the Modes of the Attribute extension?

To sum up these two great puzzles of Spinoza’s ontology: How explain the apparent double plurality of Attributes and their Modes, given that the world, or Substance, or God, is absolutely infinite and therefore indivisible, i.e., is absolute unity ? Something has to give.

A central proposition in Spinoza’s Ethics, says that “From the necessity of the divine nature, infinite things in infinite ways (infinita infinitis modis) must necessarily follow” (E I P16 XE "E I P16" ). It has a central role in his attack on teleology in the Appendix, and its sense is crucial in deciphering his notion of causality and determinism in the world, hence of free will and so of good and evil in our actions. Now this proposition seems to openly contradict the unity of the world (and so of Substance and God) declaring that it necessarily consists of  infinitely many “things”. And, moreover, it openly and casually ignores our puzzles – how plurality is at all possible in the absolute unity of Substance. It declares, rather, that such absolute unity somehow entails this infinite plurality.

The first to raise these puzzles was Tschirnhaus XE "Tschirnhaus"  who, in two letters to Spinoza, put the problem in its logical form: The definition of a thing entails exactly one consequence, hence some further premises must be added for a definition to entail more. It remains, therefore, unexplained how the Attribute of extension, say, which is the definition or essence of Substance, can possibly by itself and without any addition, entail all the material bodies we meet in the phenomena :

Hence it also follows that I cannot comprehend how from one Attribute, distinct and in itself only, e.g. from the Attribute of extension, follows all the variety of bodies. (Ep [82] XE "Ep [82]" )

Spinoza, who had ignored the question when answering Tschirnhaus’ previous letter, was  boxed in now since the new letter contained only this one question. He had to face it squarely and so he admitted that not only had he no answer, but that no such answer was possible:

Concerning your question, if the variety of things can be proved apriori from the concept only of extension, I already replied sufficiently – so I believe – when I proved that this is impossible [………..] and that matter must be explained necessarily by an Attribute which expresses the eternal and infinite essence. But this I’ll discuss with you some other time in more detail, if my life will last. For until now I could not write about these things in the right order. Ep [83] XE "Ep [83]" 
This confession of failure, important in itself, becomes even more significant once it is realized that the Ethics has been by then in its final version for at least a year 
. He obviously gave up, for he managed not to spare time during that year to deal with this crucial issue “in the right order”. And time would keep eluding him for the rest of the six months his “life would last”. The final version of Ethics is mute on the issue.


The reference to an insolubility proof may have been to the three propositions showing both that from an infinite Attribute can follow only infinite entities (E I P21, P22 XE "E I P21, P22" ) and also that particulars can be produced only by particulars (E I P28 XE "E I P28" ). A compact formulation of the consequence of both turns up too:

That which is finite and has determinate existence cannot be produced from the absolute nature of any Attribute of God: for anything that follows from the absolute nature of any Attribute of God must be infinite and eternal (E I P21 XE "E I P21" )

So, what Spinoza probably referred to in his reply to Tschirnhaus XE "Tschirnhaus"  was that on the one hand, “matter must be explained necessarily by an Attribute which expresses the eternal and infinite essence”, that is, by extension. But then the particular variety of material objects would be ignored. On the other hand, to explain this particularity and variety through derivation from infinite extension –“this is impossible”, since any “determinate existence” (i.e., such and such shape and hardness and motion) “cannot be produced from the absolute nature of any Attribute of God”.

This confession looks like a fatal blow to the entire traditional interpretation of Spinoza’s enterprise. For it clearly implies that, even allowing their reality, God or Substance could not possibly be the cause of any particular in the world. Only another piece of matter can be the cause of any feature of this here piece of matter. Consequently not even a law of nature, being an infinite universal, can be the cause or explanation of any particulars in nature.

 But this now spawns a new puzzle: For it means nothing less than that the particulars constituting physical nature are not determined by law, i.e., nature is not deterministic.

2.1.10.   How is Determinism possible ?

This will sound absurd to any Spinoza reader who went through his voluble declarations about the rigorous determinism that rules nature. We already met one context in which Spinoza employed this determinism, i.e., his derision of the vulgar prejudices about natural teleology and free-will in the Appendix, explaining that

it is sufficiently clear . […] from  Prop 16 and the corollaries of Prop. 32 and above all, from all those propositions in which I have shown that all things in nature proceed eternally from a certain necessity and with the utmost perfection. (E I App:34 XE "E I App\:34" )

Of the two propositions that he cited here, we already touched on the ubiquitous P16. Looking at it now in some more detail, we may note that it equates the logical necessity involved in deriving consequences (from premises) with physical necessity, i.e., causality by which real properties are produced in nature:

Prop. 16   Infinite things in infinite ways [……..] must necessarily follow from the necessity of divine nature. E I P16 XE "E I P16" .

He explained in the following proposition that by “from the necessity of the divine nature” he meant “The same thing as by the laws of the divine nature” (E I P17 XE "E I P17" ). Thus, reminding ourselves that God is Nature, or the world, this means that “the infinite things” that follow from the “divine nature” of God, actually follow from the world by the laws of the world. Hence, he concluded  that  “God is the efficient cause of all things” (E I P16 C1 XE "E I P16 C1" ), that God is “the cause per se" and the “first cause” (E I P16 C2 &3 XE "E I P16 C2 &3" ) of all the infinity of things in the world. Causality, the lawlike necessity of all that takes place in the world, is thus clearly stated. This doctrine of cosmic rigid causality Spinoza then applied to the topic of free will, proving that “Will can only be called a necessary cause, not a free one” (P32). His argument was that

Any single volition cannot exist or be determined for action unless it be determined by some other cause, and this one again by another, and so on to infinity. (E I P32 XE "E I P32" )

Will is, Spinoza explained here, ”just a certain Mode” in the Attribute of thought, a concrete particular thing, and so it is determined “by the nature of God” (i.e., of the world) “as are motion and rest and, absolutely, as are all natural things which (E I P29 XE "E I P29" ) must be determined by God” (i.e., by the world) “for existence and action”.(E I P32 C2 XE "E I P32 C2" ).The reference back to P29 is, indeed, to the central deterministic declaration of Ethics :

Prop 29   In the universe there exists nothing contingent (contingens), but all things are determined by the necessity of the divine nature to exist and operate in a certain way. E I P29 XE "E I P29" 
We know by now that “by the necessity of the divine nature” he meant exactly the same as “by the laws of the divine nature” (E I P17 XE "E I P17" ) i.e., by the laws of the world. It seems to be a straightforward reading, and it is hard to see how to evade it.

But it must be totally wrong. Spinoza’s confession in his letter to Tschirnhaus XE "Tschirnhaus"  and the three propositions  cited above dictate this. For, by these, it is impossible to explain the particularity, plurality and variety of the Modes by any Attribute. In other words, it is logically impossible to see any link at all between “The necessity of the divine nature”, i.e., the laws of God or Nature, and the particular things that “must follow” from them. We saw why – the laws of divine nature of God or the world are infinite, and the particulars are finite, and there exists a logical chasm between them. Neither are the finite entities parts of the infinite nor does the infinite consist of any parts.

It follows that the manner in which one particular determines another, as Prop. YYY says is the case, cannot be through the laws of the world nor even in accordance with them. In so far as Spinoza’s ontology incorporates the reality of “laws of nature” and of Attributes but also that of their Modes, the particulars of the world, it harbors a contradiction. This is the contradiction between systematic necessity, being a universal which includes the particular, and the impossibility of the universal to actualize this demand . This is a contradiction that lies at the heart of Spinoza’s philosophy as it is usually read, i.e., the notion of the necessary flow or entailment of the Attributes from Substance, of the Modes from the Attributes, of the concrete from the abstract and the finite from the infinite. Since none of these entailments is logically possible by Spinoza's own admission, such a philosophy becomes a meaningless garble of words.
 Some solution is dearly needed..
2.1.11.   Possible  Solutions

One solution, sometimes suggested but quickly dismissed in the tradition, was to doubt that Spinoza actually intended the separate reality of universals such as laws of nature, Attributes, and essences. Another solution would be to doubt the reality of finite Modes in his philosophy. Either of these would solve the contradiction. The second solution would place him in the family of Parmenides XE "Parmenides"  for whom all phenomenal particulars are, strictly, illusions created by our minds, whereas the only reality is the whole, indivisible (and thus amorphous) Substance or the world. The first solution would place him in the long tradition of nominalism, for which the only reality consists of phenomenal particulars whereas all universals are mere creatures of the mind.

The suggestion to be pursued here may seem at first even more drastic, i.e., to adopt both solutions. But in fact it is the simpler  and the most natural one to take, for two reasons. First, there  is strong , explicit evidence of Spinoza's acceptance of both. And second, the reason this was possible for him is that  actualism leads inexorably to some idealistic conclusion in the old Parmenidean style. For, if the only realities are the concrete, experienced things, then anything abstract and not concrete must be the fruit of our mind’s workings, i.e., a mere appearance and illusion. This explains why  both solutions share the ontology of the amorphous Substance (or thing-in-itself)  and therefore the implied central role of the mind in producing and causing the logical structure of the phenomena (“experience”). They differ about which is to count as basic reality—the inaccessible thing-in-itself , or the directly given concrete things of our experience. This is doomed to remain, therefore, a moot question in the combined solution.

 To motivate this suggestion, we may revisit now Prop. 16 and review it as the principal statement about the causality of Substance and the particularization of the universals. To remind us, it says that

Infinite things (infinita) in infinite ways (…..) must necessarily follow from the necessity of the divine nature (ex necessitae divinae naturae).E I P16 XE "E I P16" 
The lacuna explains what those “infinite ways” are: “(that is, all the things which can fall under the infinite intellect)”. Now this is strange for, as we’ll see ( p. 37 bellow, ref. to Ep [9]:88 XE "Ep [9]:88" ), the “infinite intellect” is, in Spinoza’s system, just one of the Modes in the Attribute of Thought
. It seems strange that the infinity of things that “necessarily follows” from Substance should depend in any way on any one of these infinitely many things  or Modes.

Moreover, this strangeness is intensified by the demonstration that follows, since it is constructed only on an analysis of the concept “definition” and the number of conclusions which the intellect derives from a “definition”. It says that the “intellect infers” from a given definition “anything which follows from it”, and so it infers all that is implied in the “essence of the thing” that is defined, i.e. “the more reality this essence involves, the more properties the intellect will infer”. Hence from the infinite essence of God, the intellect will infer infinity of properties, that is, “infinity of things in infinite ways (that is, all things that fall under the infinite intellect) must necessarily follow from its necessity”.

It is a remarkable feature of this demonstration that it does not use or refer to any of the previous Propositions, but uses only E I D6 XE "E I D6" , and this implicitly too. This means that Spinoza in fact regarded this theorem as a direct and immediate consequence of the definitions and axioms. Now, Def. 6 defines God as “a being absolutely infinite” which means that it is both “a Substance consisting of infinite Attributes, each of which expresses eternal and infinite essence”  but also that none of these is a real component of that Substance (as we know, Substance contains no plurality). Moreover, no Modes and no particularization of the “eternal and infinite essences” into their finite Modes are even hinted, in full accord with what he had declared to be self evident, i.e., that such derivation is logically impossible. So how did he  intend to push P16 through?

2.2.   Intellect and  Natura

2.2.1.   Plurality and the  Intellect

 Now, looking at the exact difference between E I D6 and E I P16 brings to the fore a plausible answer. The difference turns out to be the intellect’s presence in E I P16 XE "E I P16"  but its absence from E I D6 XE "E I D6" . What sets off the particularization of the Attributes and the appearance of their Modes in P16 is only the “infinite intellect” that “infers certain properties” from any given “definition (i.e., the very essence of the thing)”. Omit the intellect and you get D6  with no finite modes; add the intellect and you get them in P16.

 This might indicates that in order to explain the Modification of an Attribute from the  inherent unity of its infinity into the particularity of its finite Modes, the intellect must be introduced as a crucial factor. That is, the fact that Substance is somehow constituted by its infinity of infinite Attributes is, by itself, just not sufficient to explain the reality of the Modes. It is the intellect that must be recruited to do the job. And more of the same is forthcoming, since the need for the intellect spills over now to the Corollaries, the first of which says that “God is the efficient cause of all the things that can fall under the infinite intellect”.
19. Finites from infinites


Moreover, Spinoza showed in the demonstration of E I P18 XE "E I P18"  that the only way an infinite thing can possibly ensue in a finite mode is through the activation of a priorly existing finite mode. Thus,

What is of a finite and determinate existence … must flow from god or one of his Attributes, in so far as it is regarded as activated by some mode (quatemus aliquo modo affectum consideratur), since there is nothing beside substance and modes.

This vague mechanism, whereby some infinite Attribute is particularized into finite modes must, then, be triggered by another mode. And if the Attributes are universals, which the intellect forms as a means of conceiving substance, the intellect might also be just the mode needed to activate – to “affect” – the infinite or universal Attribute into finite modes. This might be the meaning of the definition of mode, i.e., “the affections of substance, or what is in another through which it is conceived” (E I D5 XE "E I D5" ). Modes are affections (affectiones) in the Attribute, that is, the results of some activation or action by another thing acting on the Attribute. But, Spinoza warned now, such activation cannot come from another infinite thing, so it must be caused by some finite thing, i.e., a finite mode:

Hence it [what is of a finite and determinate existence] must flow from (sequi) or be determined to exist and act, God or on one of his Attributes, in so far as it is modified by a finite and existence-determined mode. (E I P28 XE "E I P28" )

The model of such affection is, obviously, the syllogism, where a universal premise is affected by a particular (finite) premise to ensue in another particular (finite) “affection”.
 But now, taking the centrality of the intellect seriously, we can make sense of the notion of God as the efficient cause of himself, i.e., of the Attributes and Modes (“all the things”) that constitute him (by D6). For, obviously, this alleged causation cannot be a process in time, since Spinoza explained in E I P20 C2 XE "E I P20 C2"  that “God, or all of God’s attributes, are immutable” and thus he held that there is no change and evolution in God
. But if a-temporal, then it must be a logical, conceptual link. Thus we may expect that God is the “efficient cause” of the Modes in just the same sense that he is the “efficient cause” of his Attributes, i.e., strictly logically, in the same sense that the axioms are the causes of the theorems (rather than efficiently)
. And since God and his Attributes are one and the same thing, the link must be a logical or conceptual link between God and himself. Hence God or any Attribute must be the “efficient cause” of its Modes in the same way, i.e., as a logical connection between any Attribute and itself.

 But such logical linkage can mean only one thing: Modes, i.e., particulars, must possess the same ontological status as that of Attributes. Hence, if the Attributes are entia rationis, so also must be the Modes. We’ll see now  that this is actually the case in Spinoza's philosophy. 

2.2.2.   Modes as entia rationis

Like most actualists, Spinoza held that infinite summation is  meaningless if taken otherwise than as mere potentiality. Consequently, it was sufficient that an object be infinite, for it thereby to be indivisible or partless. That’s why all the idealistic cant about the legendary organic unity of Substance, i.e., its being more than the mere sum of its parts or its absolute indivisibility, must, in Spinoza's context, be strictly reduced to just its infinitude. Unity, indivisibility, uniqueness, completeness, perfection, along with existence – all are but trite and obvious logical  outcomes of infinitude.

Consequently, all particulars in Nature, i.e., the finite Modes, such as stones and rivers and mountains and people, must be regarded as nothing but mere divisions which mind makes in the infinite indivisible Substance or Nature. That is, particulars are just so many acts of partitioning rather than actual parts, because they depend on the mind, which could just as well make other partitions. They are not parts since, being infinitely many, they cannot be summed-up to result in Substance or Nature.

This extreme step Spinoza had to take as his only way out of the embarrassment of a material or extensional God. It was obvious that if extension and matter are divisible, and extensive Nature is God, the menace of His plurality had to be faced and answered. And so it was that right in his earliest answer  Spinoza took the crucial step of denying the reality of parts in nature, declaring both “parts” and “whole” to be mere entia rationes:

(19)  To this we reply: “part” and “whole” are not real or existing entities, but merely entities of reason, and thus in nature(x)  there is neither “whole” nor “parts”.

(x): “In nature”, i.e., in substantial extension. For if it were divisible it would at once lose its nature and essence, since its being is just to be infinitely extensive or, which is the same thing, to be complete. But if you say, is there not in extension a part which is prior to all modifications? I reply, certainly not. (DD I, 2, §19:123 XE "DD I, 2, §19\:123" )

Let’s pause to take this in: he could not be clearer as to his stand – there are no parts in Nature regarded as extension (i.e., material). Both “whole” and “parts” are equally mere entia rationes, i.e., neither of them denotes “real existing entities”. Once we realize that Nature is infinite, we’ll  understand it to be indivisible and so its modifications into particulars will be seen to be mere inventions of our minds.

Look again now at the central identity thesis of the Ethics, i.e., that Substance and Attributes and their Modes are “the same thing”.  The suggestion naturally arises now that to say this is to say that not only are they inseparable,  but rather also that their logical status is the same, i.e., all are equally creatures of the mind.

Now, this reading solves neatly the problem of particularization, i.e., how is it possible for the infinite Substance to particularize into its many Attributes, and for each infinite Attribute to particularize into its Modes? Well, it is impossible, as Spinoza admitted and then proved, and they never do. What happens is rather that the mind makes all kinds of  partitions in the amorphous Substance in order to get a handle on itdddd
. This origin of some concepts, e.g., the Attributes, Spinoza affirmed on several occasions, for example:

For being, considered merely as being, does not affect us as substance. Wherefore it must be explained by some attribute which is recognized only by reason. (CM:124 XE "CM\:124" )

That is, Substance in itself is attributeless, hence its attributes are only the working of  reason. But exactly the same situation holds for the further stage down in the scale of particularization, i.e., from Attributes to Modes. Just as the mind needs and so supplies by itself the Attributes for helping it to grasp Substance, so also does it need particulars in order to grasp the amorphity of Attribute, and so it creates parts for its needs.
 In the CM he pointed out  this outcome from yet another direction, namely , the impossibility of change in God:

There are no modes in God’s being, for the modes arise from change in substance. […] there are not two separate things in God. We may conclude that all the distinctions we make in regard to the attributes of God are not real but rational distinctions. (CM:150 XE "CM\:150" )

These same claims hold good for the God of the Ethics as well, since He retains all distinguishing marks of traditional God except for separation from the world. Most crucial is that He retains infinity and unity and simplicity. That He is Nature does not detract from these features, but only entails that space and time and so matter and its motions are equally “not real but rational distinctions”. Since the Modes are modifications of Substance arising from changes in it, and all such changes are forbidden in God, the Modes of the Ethics must be strictly “not real but rational distinctions” as well.

Finally, Spinoza declared in an early letter that  extension , in so far as it is infinite, cannot be regarded as consisting of parts. But his formulation extended beyond the strictly mathematical sense, clearly denying the reality of “bodies”:

Therefore those who think that Extended Substance consists of parts, or of bodies really distinct from one another, are talking foolishly, not to say madly. (Ep [12]:117 XE "Ep [12]\:117" )

This just about wraps up the evidence for Spinoza's view on the non-reality of particulars
. The direct evidence consists, then, of  two explicit statements, and some arguments to show  the necessary non-reality of Modes in a world which is  infinite and therefore amorphous and partless. Among the strongest indirect evidence is the  natural solution this view of particulars offers for the troubled problem of the particularization of  Substance. No other solution has been offered to date
. 

And this leads us smoothly now to that other notorious trouble among Spinoza's interpreters, i.e., his pointed inclusion of the intellect in the definitions of Substance, its Attributes, and their Modes. This will serve as further indirect evidence that particularization into finite Modes is strictly the work of mind.

  We shall be led to list, patiently and in some detail, the evidence for the other component of my combined solution, Spinoza's consistent rejection of the reality of such non-actual entities as essences, concepts, universals and aspects. This will correspond to the second part of the claim we saw him making – “whole” is an ens rationis , no less than “part” .

2.2.3.   Attribute as ens rationis

When asked, in 1663, to clarify a certain “third definition” in some early version of the Ethics, Spinoza quoted it from memory:

By Substance I mean that which is in itself and is conceived by itself, i.e., its concept does not include that of another. And the same thing I mean by Attribute, except that the name Attribute refers to the intellect which attributes ( tribuens ) to the Substance that definite nature.  (Ep [9]:88 XE "Ep [9]\:88" )

Thus we have direct evidence that “Substance” and “Attribute” differ only in their meanings or connotations but they both denote the same thing. Spinoza clarified this by two examples, illustrating that “Attribute” denotes Substance but connotes a property (i.e., thought or extension) which the intellect attributes to it. His correspondent reminded him of his previous explanation by the distinction between referring to an object “according to itself” and referring to it “in relation to others” (Ep [8]:84 XE "Ep [8]\:84" ), and Spinoza now reaffirmed this application (Ep [9]:88 XE "Ep [9]\:88" ), making it yet more clear cut – Substance and Attributes are just two names denoting the same entity, differing only in the aspects they use to pick it out. So we may say that Attribute is the subjective connotation of Substance, i.e., it is just the name of Substance relative to the intellect.

Now, this exchange occasioned an important remark from Spinoza about the status of intellect in his ontology. For the question was put to him as to how we can meaningfully refer to an object as it is in itself (rather than relatively to us). The object at issue was the intellect, and it was argued that relative to us it is a set of ideas, but taken in itself, i.e., not as ideas, it becomes meaningless. And, in his response to it, Spinoza agreed that “once you abstract your self from all your thoughts, what is left that can be conceived of it is strictly nothing”(Ep [9]:88 XE "Ep [9]\:88" ).

 But this must hold not just for the self. Indeed, Substance must, in general,   denote such senseless object, for according to its definition (E I D3 XE "E I D3" ) it means “that which is in itself and is conceived through itself”. Since this means just that no other concepts are to be involved, (“i.e., that, the conception of which does not depend on the conception of another thing from which it must be formed”) this means a contentless concept, i.e., something inconceivable.
 

This was, then, an admission that the only meaningful conception of Substance must be relative to the intellect which, by observing it, attributes (tribuens) to it some properties. In itself, or taken absolutely, Substance is meaningless. And in general, the only meaningful denotations are those that are relative to us, or subjective. It might be doubted if “subjective” is quite appropriate when used to denote relationality to the intellect, or even to the “infinite intellect”. Now, after making it quite clear that the “in itself” denotation of intellect is indeed meaningless, Spinoza added a puzzling  notice:

But to answer directly, I think I proved sufficiently clear that the intellect, though it is infinite, belongs to natura naturata and not to natura naturans. (Ep [9]:88 XE "Ep [9]\:88" )

In the Ethics this distinction corresponds to that between Substance as the source, and the world which “follows from” it. Natura naturans is nature as active and creative, i.e. “that which is in itself and is conceived through itself […] that is, God”, whereas natura naturata is nature as created, “that is all the Modes” (E I P29 S XE "E I P29 S" ). Spinoza now declared that intellect, even “infinite intellect”, is just one of the things that inhabit the world and is nothing above or beyond them.

Linking this back now to his explanation of Attributes as mere relative connotations, we see, first, that this is relativity just to one of the things that inhabit the world, nothing more sublime or elevated than this, even if it happens to be the infinite intellect. Second, applying this result to the status of Attribute, we can regard it now as the subjective connotation of Substance, that is, its sense relative to our mind. 

2.2.4.   The role of intellect

Let’s apply these conclusions to the real beginnings, i.e., Spinoza’s definitions of Substance, Attribute and Mode. In each of them the intellect has a notoriously puzzling central role, which has evoked some severe criticism
. One of the benefits of the present reading is the ease with which it negotiates this troublesome issue. 

We already saw the role of mind in the realm of particulars, i.e., the finite Modes. We’ll watch now its role in that other portion of the world consisting of Substance, its Attributes, and probably also its Infinite Modes (rest and motion, space and time). What makes them mind-creatures is the fact that they are all universals, i.e., “wholes” differing only in degrees of abstractness. Thus, whereas such Modes as space and time are accessible via abstraction from matter & motion, the Attributes are harder to conceive  & Substance is completely inconceivable. As we just saw, Substance must denote such inconceivable object according to its definition:
Def. 3  By substance I understand  that which is in itself and is conceived through itself. That is, that, the conception of which does not depend on the conception of another thing, from which conception it must be formed. E I D3 XE "E I D3" 
 But since this means just that no other concepts are involved, this implies an indefinable concept, i.e., something inconceivable and thus contentless. This explains why, in order for Substance to be conceivable at all, the intellect must first invest (tribuens)
 it with some properties, e.g., thought, extension. Consequently, the Attributes are  the work of the intellect:

Def.4  By Attribute I understand that which the intellect perceives of Substance as constituting its essence. (E I D4) XE "E I D4" 
 Here “perceives” must be read as “invests”, or “attributes”, since such is the typical activity of the intellect: To conceive of Substance, its featureless essence must first be invested with some conceivable feature. This is the nature of the intellect, that only thus is it able to “perceive” the Substance’s “essence”. So, though Substance and Attribute are one and the same, “Attribute refers to the intellect which attributes (tribuentis) to Substance this certain nature” (Ep [9]:88 XE "Ep [9]\:88" ). It was this active nature of the intellect that Spinoza regarded as its essence:

II Def.3  By Idea I understand a conception of the mind which the mind forms (format) by reason of its being a thinking thing.

Explanation:   I say conception rather than perception, for the name perception seems to indicate that the mind is passive in relation to the object, while conception seems to express an action of the mind. (E II D3) XE "E II D3" 
The mind , by its active power, forms ideas which are necessarily true, as we’ll see later on. Chief among these ideas are those of  Substance, Attribute, and their Modes. So God (Substance ) is an idea formed by the mind in virtue of its activity as a creator of ideas. Since Attribute is just another name of God, and Attribute is a universal, so is God.  Consequently, God is merely an ens rationis . But this creativity of the mind does not stop here. We already saw that “parts” ( i.e., particulars ) are entia rationis as well as “wholes” , so we may expect  the activity of the creative mind to extend to  finite Modes. And, indeed, the definition of Mode includes the ubiquitous  “conception”  by which mind creates the Modes:

I Def. 5     By Mode  I  understand the Modifications ( affections ) of a substance, or, that which is in something else through which it  is  also conceived. (E II D5) XE "E II D5"  

We already pointed out the link to  Spinoza's declaration and  proofs that  particulars are non-derivable from  the universals: particulars  must  be created by the mind since they  cannot “flow” or “emanate”  from the Attributes by sheer logical force. The most plausible reason , we saw, was the absolute formlessness of Substance, which means its absolute contentlessness. For this implies that no content-implication is possible, but equally that anything at all  is vacuously-implied by the Substance, and that’s why the activity of the mind is  what creates the particulars. 

Now, since law and causal necessity are also universals or entia rationis created by the mind, its creativity cannot possibly be subjected to them, and so it must be  a free, uncaused action. The most obvious consequence is the collapse of the standard reading of the Spinozistic total determinism and rule of law over the world. Consequently, the meaning of necessity in Spinoza's ontology  will have to be  re-examined
. Such re-assessment should provide for  an explanation of some central puzzles in Spinoza’s philosophy, such as the chasm between the infinity of Substance (or its Attributes) and the final particulars, the obvious contradiction between the cosmic necessity of everything and the absolute freedom demanded by ethical principles, or the meaning of the involvement of the intellect in determining God’s essence. But before that, a more primary consequence must be established, namely, the fact and extent of Spinoza’s nominalism.

To start with Spinoza’s view of Plato’s Ideas and Aristotle’s critique, it is noteworthy that Spinoza’s library did not contain even one work of Plato but did contain a complete edition of Aristotle’s works. Plato’s theory that order and disorder are objective properties of nature was, Spinoza explained, the outcome of the same confusion that caused Plato to posit general ideas as standards “to which the particulars must conform in order to be complete”. To expel all doubt as to his own derision of this notion of separate Ideas, he added:

Moreover, they assume that these ideas exist in the divine intellect, as some of Plato’s followers said that these general ideas (such as rational, living, etc.) were created by God. And even though Aristotle’s followers say that these entities are not real things but only beings of reason, nevertheless they are taken by them quite frequently as real things, for they say that God’s providence applies not to the particulars but only to species. (DD:136 XE "DD\:136" )

So, the notion of separate universals is the outcome of ignorance and confusion, a corruption of the true view of Aristotle that universals are not real things but strictly entia rationis, inventions of our reason. This holds even for such innocent cases as reference to natural species. If all reference to universals is strictly to entia rationis, then it seems that the only real entities would be particulars, and Spinoza does indeed confirm this:

We are certainly justified in regarding their opinions as ignorance, for surely only the particular things have causes and not the universals, for these are nothing. (DD:136 XE "DD\:136"  emphasis added)

Since universals are “entia rationis only”, they “are nothing”, and thus are not links in the causal order of the world.

2.2.5.   Real beings and Modes of thought

 That this nominalism was already an established trait of Spinoza’s thought as early as 1661, by the time his De Deo and the Tractatus were being written, we know by the way  it was presented in his Cogitata Metaphysica (1663). Though this is the appendix to his exposition of Descartes metaphysics, it is actually a self contained essay, expounding in a concise style a complete and independent system of metaphysics (severely critical of Descartes on many points). Its First Part is a systematic exposition of the actualistic basis of nominalism, starting with a chapter “Concerning Real Being, Fictitious Being, and Being of Reason”. After defining a “being” as either what exists by necessity or what is capable of existing, he derived from it the non-reality of some kinds of beings:

It follows that chimeras, fictitious beings and beings of the reason can in no way be called real. (CM:116 XE "CM\:116" )

By fictitious, as distinct from false beings, he meant such that “man connects and dissociates” intentionally, i.e.  “however he wishes”  “by his mere power of freedom”. Obviously, the same must hold  for “being of reason”  since this  is 

nothing except a mode of thought which pertains to the intellect, viz., to retention, to understanding, and to imagination. (CM:116 XE "CM\:116" )

The equal logical arbitrariness of  fictions and “beings of reason” follows from their status as “mental states”, which are constructed strictly as aids in “retention, understanding and imagination”  and so are not denoting concepts. Thus, he illustrated, “philosophers reduced all natural objects to certain classes called genera, species, etc” so as to “serve the purpose of retaining objects firmly in the mind and recalling them when we wish”. (CM:116 XE "CM\:116" ) Besides mnemonic devices, “beings of reason” are aids for “explanation”:

Then, for explaining things we have also modes of thought derived by comparing one object with another. Such modes as are time, number, measure, etc. Of these time serves for explaining duration, number for explaining discrete quantities, and measure for explaining continuous quantities. (CM:116 XE "CM\:116" 
Imagination also needs aids, for we like to “picture all those things which we understand” (i.e. explain). For that purpose we contrive “to imagine non-being positively, as an image of some real being”, and thus we form images even of sheer negatives such as “blindness, the limits of termini [of shapes], the end, shade, etc.” as if they were real beings. (CM:116 XE "CM\:116" )

In sum, “beings of reason” are mere mental instruments and mnemonic devices, and they do not denote real entities. Classes, species and genus, number, time, measure, limit, terminus, end – none of these is a real entity separate from the mind, for they are created by the mind, for the mind, and exist only in the mind:

It is thus evident that such modes of thought are not ideas of things, nor can they, in any possible way, be so considered. They have no object, which must exist as the source of the idea, nor could such an object possibly exist. (CM:117 XE "CM\:117" )

This was one of the few hints he gave as to his reasons for denying real denotations to such concepts as limit, end, shadow, i.e., they are strictly negative, referring to what is not, rather than to what is the case. That is why there are no objects that are their “sources, nor could such objects possibly exist”. But this may now be taken as the general reason directing Spinoza's classification of non-denoting concepts – there are no concrete observable objects that could cause the creation of these concepts in the mind. Such concepts denote, therefore, abstract entities which are not real objects because they are not and could never be actual to our perception. As could now be expected, and following in the well trodden actualistic tradition of denying the separate reality of space and time, Spinoza held that

Time is a measure of duration, or rather it is only a form of thought. Therefore, it not only presupposes the created world, but it depends especially upon human thought. (CM:163 XE "CM\:163" )

The non-reality of duration he argued as a consequence of its being a mere aspect of the “actuality” of objects:

Duration is an attribute under which we  conceive the existence of created objects so far as they persevere in their own actuality. From which it clearly follows that duration is distinguished from the whole existence of an object only by the reason. (CM:163 XE "CM\:163" )

Obviously following in the tradition of Aristotle’s definition of time as the “number of motion in respect of before and after”, Spinoza pointed out that time is obtained by comparing some standard motion with the measured motion, and concluded that since this comparison is time

therefore, time is not an effect of things but only a mode of thought or, as we have said, a being of reason; it is a mode of thought serving to explain duration. (CM:130 XE "CM\:130" ) 

Moreover, he also argued that the distinction between duration and extension is merely a rational distinction, like that “between substance and its attributes”. (CM:149 XE "CM\:149" ). Since the one cannot exist without the other, the distinction is merely rational, and duration and extension are one entity. And so extension, just as duration, is an ens rationis. 

2.2.6.   Certainty is the subjective essence of idea
And  then it turned out that  the creative work of the intellect was not limited to those non-denotative ideas, but extended also to that most important kind of ideas he called “necessary truths”. Moreover, it now emerged that such ideas derive their necessity from this very fact, namely, that they are the creations of the intellect and so do not possess any prior denotation, exactly as is the case with fictions. And since his ethical and political theories were to be based on some such necessary truths, the theory of necessary truth as the creation of the intellect came to be the foundation of those as well. 

Now, even though they are not exactly the same, chimeras, fictitious being, and beings of reason share this – “neither has extra-mental existence” and “there is no conformity between real being and being of reason”. (CM:119 XE "CM\:119" )  Strictly, they “are nothing”, in the sense that “if you seek for some meaning for these terms apart from the mind, you find nothing” (CM:118 XE "CM\:118" ). But is there any thing more in the other kind of ideas, those of entia realis, say?

At the center of Spinoza’s new theory as he put it in the Ethics was the claim that the mind by its nature as an active agent “forms (format) ideas”. The ideas which the intellect “conceives” (and then gives birth to), are of a special brand – they are necessary truths. 
  Spinoza called them “adequate ideas” and their peculiarity is that their truth is necessary in the sense that it is evident independently of comparing them with any object (theirs or any other). His explanation was that the only reason we sometime doubt the truth of an idea is that we treat it as a copy, i.e., as passively received (i.e. “perceived”) in the mind:

Nor can anyone doubt this unless he thinks that an idea is something mute like a picture on a painting canvas and not a Mode of thinking, namely, understanding itself. (E II P43 S XE "E II P43 S" )

A true idea is an activity of creation, and that is exactly why it is necessarily true. “Something mute” refers to passivity, like “something yielding”, “something that doesn’t  react”.  Doubt in truth must always exist in the case of a passive idea just on account of its passivity, i.e., its effort to copy something else. Eliminating this doubt, therefore, demands eliminating the passivity inherent in  the copying role. Instead, the real idea is a “Mode of thinking” and so is creative, not imitative.

 Spinoza would never admit in so many words that such ideas are necessarily true only because the same activity that creates them also creates their object, but we’ll see that this must be the case if his words are to make sense at all. For one thing, some embarrassingly tautological passages become thereby quite straightforward. Such is the one following the previous passage about the mute idea: 

And who, I ask, can know that he understands anything unless he first understands that thing itself?  (E II P43 S XE "E II P43 S" )

What on earth could such a level-headed bloke as Spinoza intend in announcing such a self-repeating trite? And, not to leave the issue in doubt, his next announcement, offered as an explanation (“I mean”), is, if anything, even worse:

I mean, who can know that he is certain of anything unless he first be certain of that thing? (E II P43 S XE "E II P43 S" )

And a few sentences down this Scholium,lo and behold, he is at it again:

As for the last question, namely, in what way can a man know that he has an idea which agrees with that of which it is an idea, I have shown more than sufficiently well that it arises from this alone, that he has an idea which agrees with that of which it is the idea, or that truth is its own standard. (E II P43 S XE "E II P43 S" )

“A man can know that he has an idea which agrees with that of which it is an idea" because “he has an idea which agrees with that of which it has the idea”??  Come on!

However, suppose now that what all these goofy tautologies actually mean is that an idea is true just when it also defines, or constructs, its object in the first place. Then, and only then, does it become obvious that “a man can know” his constructed idea to be true because he also knows that he constructs its object via the idea. So, first he is certain about the denotation of his idea, and only then can he be certain that it is true. A denotationless idea is not true or false and so cannot be known to be true or false, but if it creates its denotation and is also known to do this, it is thereby also known to be true independently of knowing its denotation. To see this, it will assist us to glimpse at the way Spinoza's new theory of truth emerged. 

The notion that the intellect is, by its nature, active and creates (rather than copies) its ideas and through them creates also their objects (rather than copies ready-made objects) was a step Spinoza took during the writing of his TDI, his essay on the method of discovering truth. It was closely linked to his grapple with the problem of certainty, as can be glimpsed in the ambiguity of the first announcement of his discovery:

Hence it is clear that certainty is nothing else than the subjective essence of a thing: in other words, the mode in which we perceive an actual reality is certainty. (TDI §35 XE "TDI §35" )

So, on the one hand there must be an acquaintance-like, direct knowledge of some object. But, on the other hand, this object is a mere subjective entity. To compensate for this, he called it an essence, but it is distinct from the separate (“formal”) essence of an object. Nevertheless this acquaintance is declared now to be identically certainty, i.e., perceiving a particular truth. The novelty hinted here was obviously the neglect of the separate essence.  That a true idea is discerned by its “essential (or internal) nature”, came to mean now something new, and in fact something contradicting the (Cartesian theological) doctrine of natural light. For if certainty is nothing but direct acquaintance with a “subjective essence” ( apt translation of  YYYYYYYY),  then any idea’s truth is independent  of   the separate existence of its object. This can be sensed in the amplification that followed, forecasting the Ethics tautologies:

Further, it is also evident that, for the certitude of truth, no further sign is necessary beyond the possession of a true idea […] Hence, again, it is clear that no one can know the nature of the highest certainty, unless he possesses an adequate idea, or the subjective essence of a thing: certainty is identical with such subjective essence.(TDI §35 XE "TDI §35" )

That “certainty is identical with such subjective essence” implied, though not yet too clearly, that no other essence, i.e., the “formal” or external essence, is at all needed for knowledge and truth. But this is just what he was reaching for when, a few lines down, he remarked that  

we may add that the idea has objectively [i.e. as a subjective entity, Z.B.] the same content as its correlate in the world of reality . (TDI §41 XE "TDI §41" )

 Taken together, the implication was now clearly that whatever content an idea of an essence ( i.e., its “objective” essence) contains, its separate object will automatically contain as well, i.e., we can be assured of that irrespective of  our knowledge of the separate or external object (the “formal essence”). But what if such external object does not exist? What about the cases of  fictions or mistaken ideas? 

2.2.7.   Veritas sui sit norma: The internality of truth

 It was by the  inspiration of  mathematics that, somewhere  in the midst of the TDI (circa §69),  Spinoza arrived at this new theory of truth, and it was mathematics that now served to install the crucial new component in the theory, namely, creativity:

If we assume that the intellect conceived any new being that did not exist in the world […] and from this derived correctly other conceptions, then all these thoughts will be true and will not be determined by any external object, but will depend only on the power and nature of the intellect. (TDI §71 XE "TDI §71" , emphasis added)

The highlighted sentence enunciates his new theory of truth: truth can be independent of “any external object” in only one case, i.e., when the object it allegedly denotes just has no separate reality, i.e., if its existence and properties are fully determined by the idea. That is, internality of truth is possible only if the intellect creates its ideas along with their objects, i.e. if it creates “some new being that never existed before”. This is the only way an idea can be necessarily true and all its conclusions necessarily true as well. Such truth, then, depends only on “the power and nature of the intellect.”  In sum, then, the true idea

does not recognize the object as its cause but is dependent [only] on the power and nature of the intellect itself. (TDI §71 XE "TDI §71" )

Mathematics was for him a crucial example, for he held that its objects have no separate reality and yet its propositions are not just true but rather necessary truths. As an illustration of “a true idea which we know with complete certainty that its object depends on our power of thought and does not exist in nature” he chose the “formation of the idea of sphere” (TDI §72 XE "TDI §72" ). And even though he used a (typically Cartesian) description of that true idea as “simple” and “necessarily clear and distinct”, yet he rounded it up with a surprising (non-Cartesian) conclusion:

Hence it is permissible to us to form (formare) simple ideas as we wish (ad libitu) without fear of error. (TDI §72 XE "TDI §72" )

So by asserting that truth must “derive from the nature of the intellect” (TDI §71 XE "TDI §71" ) rather than from the properties of the objects, he intended to declare that neither the content of the idea nor its relations to other ideas (coherence, say,) are to be involved in the truth of the idea. That is, just as the truth of an idea is independent of the separate existence of the object it describes, so also is its truth independent of its relations to other thoughts or ideas, for true ideas along with their objects are original creations of the mind and of nothing else. 
  

Such a creation of ideas is, thus, a free action of what he named “pure intellect” (TDI §91 S29 XE "TDI §91 S29" ), in contrast with the general action of the soul which is like a “spiritual automat” (TDI §85 XE "TDI §85" ). Though originating from the mathematical phenomenon, the model for this theory of the pure intellect as active was God the creator ex nihilo of the world in standard theology. According to this, God conceived the world in a necessarily true idea even though that world was not yet real:

The form of true thought resides then in that thought itself, without relation to other thoughts; it does not even know the object as its cause; it rather depends on the power and nature of the intellect itself. For suppose that the intellect conceived some new being which never existed, as people think of God’s intellect before he created the objects (a conception which surely could not ensue from any object), and from this it derived others, then all these thoughts would be true and independent of any external object, but will depend only on the power and nature of the intellect itself.   (TDI §71 XE "TDI §71" )

The intellect’s activity, then, creates its objects, exactly as the monotheistic God created his world, by the power of thought. This analogy is as strong an evidence as could be demanded for the meaning of Spinoza’s theory of internal truth. The mathematical illustration that follows it (the formation of the true idea of a sphere) only strengthens this reading. For it is a prime example of the way ideas are true by virtue of creating their own objects (a sphere “does not exist in nature”, TDI §72 XE "TDI §72" ).

2.2.8.   How Intellect creates essences

He even attempted, in the TDI, to draw out a “method” of the formation of such free yet necessarily true ideas. His conclusion was a desperate and convolute flight to subjectivity. First he instituted the intellect as the original source of true ideas, and next he derived their truth from this nature of the intellect thus instituted.  He hinted at this subjectivist method by saying that a “thought is said to be true, if it involves subjectively the essence of any principle which has no cause, and is known through itself and in itself” (TDI §70 XE "TDI §70" ). Though, again, a clear reference to God, it was equally a reference to the intellect as the ultimate source of its ideas and their truth. For in the Ethics this was to evolve into the thesis that “the human mind is a part of the infinite intellect of God, and thus when we say that the human mind perceives this or that, we say nothing else than that God […] has this or that idea in so far as he is explained through the nature of the human soul, or in so far as he constitutes the essence of the human mind.” (E II P11 C XE "E II P11 C" )   The same is declared in the locus classicus of his theory of the internality of truth: 

The mind, in so far as it truly perceives a thing, is a part of the infinite intellect of God, and therefore it is as necessary that the clear and distinct ideas of the mind are true as it is of those of God that they are true. (E II P43 S XE "E II P43 S" ) 

This divinised status of the intellect is the source of that first and most important of its properties, i.e., that “its nature is to form (formare) true ideas” (TDI §106 XE "TDI §106" ). Furthermore, it is strictly as a consequence of this divine nature that the ideas of the intellect are certain or necessarily true. Some of its ideas the intellect forms (formet) through other ideas, but some absolutely, and these are 

evidently seen (videntur) to follow from the necessity of our nature only,  so that they are seen evidently (videantur) to depend absolutely only on our capacity. (TDI §108 XE "TDI §108" )

We are now catapulted onto a new and bold view of the solution to the prime difficulty that beset Spinoza’s quest of method, namely, the constant doubt caused by the hidden nature of the essences of separate objects. To obtain certainty, these must be replaced by a new sort of essence – nothing less than such that is directly visible to the intellect.

 One traditional way to render essence thus accessible was to identify the essence with the set of the object's propria, those observed properties that always accompany the object yet are not included in its definition. And this was what the last words of the TDI imply, only now we deal with the “essence of thought”. He had to discover first this essence in order to extract from it the “form of truth”, so as to show that it is inherent in thought itself. This essence of thought, he wrote,

we must seek in the positive properties mentioned; that is, we must posit something common from which these properties necessarily ensue, or which when given, the properties are also necessarily given, and when eliminated, they are eliminated as well. (TDI §110 XE "TDI §110" )
These last words of the TDI sound, not unlike the last interrupted notes of the Art of the Fugue XE "Art of the Fugue" , a reconciliation with an ominous inevitable fate. Spinoza yielded to the necessity of admitting that the essence “posited” is logically equivalent to the “properties”. The main claim of the skeptic, that essences are perennially in doubt in so far as they are the separate causes of properties, meant that they cannot possibly be equivalent to any set of properties. To demand, as the last sentence of the passage does, that an essence be posited so as to be logically equivalent to its propria, is to replace this concept of separate essence by a new concept that transforms essence into a visible entity exhaustively describable by a set of visible properties. And now, turned reflexively onto itself, the first result would be that the essence of the intellect could be given by the set of its eight propria listed in the preceding paragraph (TDI §108 XE "TDI §108" ). But there was more to it.

 For as it turned out from this list, the essence of the intellect is bound up with the “formation” of ideas. For the intellect to conceive an idea is for it  to “form” it (property II) and in this formation, “it involves certainty”, i.e., certain knowledge of the fact that any idea it forms depicts its object adequately and exactly (“property I”). This is reflected in “property VI”:

Ideas which we form distinctly and clearly seem to ensue from the necessity of our nature only. So it seems that they depend absolutely only on our capacity. (TDI Property Vi ??? XE "TDI Property Vi ???" )
A crisp, tightly interlocking structure now emerged. Instead of just solving the skeptic impasse by identifying essence  with its propria, and then resting his case, Spinoza announced here his new way: not only is the intellect   the free creator of both the essence and its object simultaneously but, moreover, this solution is derived from the essence of the intellect as posited by itself in this new definition. 

For “property VI” of the intellect’s essence entails that the intellect is the free (“from the necessity of its nature only”) creator (“it forms”) of ideas. It follows that this creative activity creates both its ideas and  their objects,  and so the ideas  are necessarily true. Thus, the two solutions, free creation by the mind and essence as propria, get  merged into one compact, self-creative structure: The new definition or essence of the intellect is itself a free creation of this intellect, and so is necessarily true, as is entailed by its content. This, in its turn, entails that the intellect is necessarily both the free creation and the free creator of its essence.

In whatever fallacies this hopelessly self-referential structure got ensnared, Spinoza did not stop to examine them, and it is  doubtful whether they would have worried him. A structure in which the intellect intuits or posits itself to be free to create its own essence is, as history was to about to show, too powerful to let problems of formal logic get in the way. And, moreover, it was the only solution to  a much more obvious and acute logical difficulty in his metaphysics, and so it had to stay, no matter what.
Spinoza’s doctrine of the eternality of the purely intellectual part of soul, the part that attains to knowledge of adequate ideas, is an outcome of his identification of the intellect with its ideas and the doctrine that necessary ideas are eternal truths. Since ideas and their denotations are by now one and the same thing, for an idea to be an eternal truth is for it to denote an eternally true fact. So the eternality of adequate ideas is just the eternality  of the  facts they denote. The intellect is eternal because it is its ideas, and its adequate ideas are some eternally true facts (e.g. those of geometry and mathematics, among others). Just as God’s eternality is simply the eternality of nature, so the eternality of the intellect is simply the eternality of such truths as geometry, mathematics etc. There is nothing individuating the soul in its eternal survival, any more than your adequate idea of triangle is distinguishable from my adequate idea of the triangle.
 The soul and the world are one and the same thing, in so far as the world is the sum total of eternal truths. 

Obviously his rigid actualism could not allow Spinoza any other concept of the eternality of soul, for had he allowed for some personal, individuating label to mark this soul from that soul, he would be landed with an infinity of souls separated from their material modes, contradicting his principle of identity of mind and matter.

Thus far we saw that what, in the end, is the work of the intellect in its creative activity is linking the object’s essence and actuality, in the shape of its properties, into one identity, thereby creating it as a necessary truth. This is the point where the significance of this step for Spinoza's ethical theory shows itself. For by creating the essence of an object from its actuality, the intellect also creates a necessary truth about its conatus and thereby about its good.

2.2.9.   Essence is existence

We’ll see now how essence links to conatus (and thereby to the good) by reviewing, first, Spinoza's claim that essence is identical to existence, and then that conatus is existence. It was here that the theory of the creative intellect and the internality of truth became an essential framework for his actualistic theory of the good. The crucial ontological premise on the road to the formation of essences was, now, formulated as the thesis  that in existing things, there is no distinction between essence and existence: 

Besides God, existence is the essence of things, and, considered in itself alone, is attributed to things after they have been created by God. (CM:122 XE "CM\:122" )

To the question, “How can we understand the essence of things, when God’s nature is not yet known?” ( given that “all things depend on God”), he replied that “this is possible from the fact that things are now actually created”. (CM:123 XE "CM\:123" ) This implies that for existent things, essences can be known independently of God, even though they depend on Him. One plausible explanation of his reply now is by his previous assertion that in such existing (“actually created”) things,  essence and existence are one and the same thing: once the details of the actuality of a thing are given, its essence is thereby given too. So even though essence does not include existence in created things, so that their essence “can be conceived without” their existence (CM:122 XE "CM\:122"  and similarly in Tractatus Politicus TP ii XE "TP ii" 
 ), this is so only when considered "apart from God", i.e., in themselves and apart from the actuality of nature. The basic reason is that when we consider things as situated within this totality of actuality which Spinoza called at first “the whole order of Nature” and later “the face of the world”, possibility is replaced by necessity, much as when they are related to God:

In God, whose essence and existence are the same, necessity of essence is equivalent to necessity of existence. Whence it follows that if we conceive of the whole order of Nature we will find that many things cannot exist in nature which we conceive clearly and distinctly, that is, whose nature is such of necessity. (CM:126 XE "CM\:126" )

That is, a contradiction is involved in thinking that a truly “clear and distinct” conception of an essence does not entail its existence, for then its conceived properties would be both necessary but also impossible: Necessary because belonging to the conceived essence, and impossible since the thing does not exist in actuality and there is no contingency in the whole order of Nature:
If one considers Nature and how it all depends upon God, he will find nothing contingent. That is, he will find nothing which, from a part of the object, is able to exist and not to exist or, as it is generally said that the contingent is the real. (CM:127 XE "CM\:127" )

Hence a truly “clear and distinct” conception of an essence must entail its existence. Now, since it is the separation of  essence from existence that is the necessary condition of non-actualized possibility, once the latter is banished, so is the former: potentiality is only conceivable if essence does not entail existence, hence if all actual things are necessary essence is not separate from existence. But, as we already saw (1.1.1), he was quite decisive about this central actualistic tenet – necessity is actuality, and non-actuality means impossibility, so that all modal concepts are reducible to actuality ( i.e., necessity) and non-actuality (i.e., impossibility) without remainder. That is why “the affects of being”, i.e.,  possibility, and contingency, are nothing more than

certain attributes under which we come to understand the essence or existence of every single thing, which attributes, however, are only distinguished by reason. (CM:124 XE "CM\:124" )
18. Flatly contradicted
This conclusion seems, however, to be flatly contradicted by E I P24 XE "E I P24"  which proves that

The essence of things resulting from god does not include existence.

This Spinoza introduced in order to prove the total dependence of all created things on god not only as to their creation but also as to their continuous existence (going back to Descartes doctrine of continuous creation in XXX) in the next E I P25 XE "E I P25" . But that there can be no contradiction here, can be easily seen from the following consideration. Since “nothing in nature is contingent, but all things are determined by the necessity of god’s nature to exist and act in a determined way” (E I P29 XE "E I P29" ), the existence of each finite mode is a necessary feature of it and is, moreover, a feature that is shared by all finite modes, i.e., all particulars in nature. In other words, necessary existence, and thus existence, belongs necessarily to each particular, but whatever belongs to it necessarily is part of its essence, hence existence is included in the essence of each actual particular in nature. The point of P24 is the same, though it looks otherwise. What P24 says is that the essence of a thing does not include existence only if it is not an actual thing, not “a created thing” as CM   had put it, but not otherwise. So even though existence belongs to the essence of created finite things, they are not causa sui since existence does not belong to the essence of non-actual particulars.

Moreover, since existence and essence are not separable in God, their separability in  created things is a strange notion, for given the non-reality of time, it follows that their creation cannot be an event in time. Taken in eternity instead, all things exist as eternal and so their essence and existence are inseparable. That is, their separation is only the distorting effect of our conceiving them in time, that fictitious notion, rather than in eternity. This is so because  the closest conception to eternity somewhat conceivable to us is the notion of the whole actuality, so that for reason to regard something as residing within the whole actuality is to regard it as necessary and  its essence as involving existence. 

But to get a better handle on this issue we should be allowed some anachronistic leeway and avail ourselves of our contemporary comfort  with cosmic dimensions. Once time is taken as a fourth dimension, the whole scheme of the world viewed “from outside”, from some embedding fifth dimension, becomes a network of world-lines frozen solid, with no end or beginning for any line. This is Nature’s view in eternity, i.e., sub species aeternitatis XE "sub species aeternitatis" . Each world-line is an essence, a detailed actuality, and being the essence of the thing or its conatus, is necessarily super-temporal ( "The conatus by which each thing tends to persevere in its being involves no finite but only indefinite time" E III P8 XE "E III P8" ). Consequently, no mere possible or imaginary world line is at all conceivable, for it lacks a world to fit into, and so is not detailed enough to count as a world-line at all.

But this totality of world-lines network frozen eternity is Spinoza's Nature or God (rather than God’s view-point). And this is why to say that “in God” there is no possible distinction between essence, existence and power (i.e., potentiality), is to affirm the same about each particular actuality or essence.
 Otherwise put, that Spinoza's actualism included the non-reality of time means that it entailed the logical impossibility of non-actual yet self-consistent essence. This, in its turn, meant that essence is nothing else than the detailed actuality of the object with its detailed connections and relations to other essences.

2.3   The Nature of the Good

2.3.1.   Conatus, the relativity of good, and automatic perfection

Once necessity was thus reduced (or, rather, identified) to actuality, all force disappeared from Nature, since now all and any “concatenation of things”     (E I App:11 XE "E I App\:11" )   

expresses necessity. Force and power as entities are now typical potentialities and so are mere entia rationis, and otherwise they must forgo their entityhood and  be identified with the actual events.  Since the standard term for the internal pushing force in bodies which conserves their states of motion has long been conatus, Spinoza now identified  this conatus with  the actual state of the object, contrary to the confused notion of those
 who separate them as cause and effect:

They confuse a distinction of Reason with a distinction of Reality or Modality. They distinguish between the thing itself, and its conatus, by which each object is conserved, although they do not know what they mean by the term conatus. For these two things, although they are distinguished by reason, or by words, which fact deceives them, are not to be distinguished in the thing itself. (CM:134 XE "CM\:134" )

This should be regarded as Spinoza's interpretation of Aristotle’s hormē, pointing out that where essence and existence are identically just actuality, natural motion is necessarily a forceless state. It is this forceless character that Spinoza now suggested as the ultimate ground of the conservation of state, insisting on the necessary non-informativity of any explanation for it:

In order to understand this we will notice a very simple example. Motion has the power of preserving itself in statu quo; this power clearly is nothing else than the motion itself, i.e., it is in the nature of motion to do so. If I say that in A there is nothing else than a certain amount of motion, it follows that as long as I consider only this body A, I must consider it as moving. (CM:134 XE "CM\:134" ) 

This emptiness of the self-explanatory “nature of motion” that results from the non-separateness of conatus is unavoidable since  informative explanations land us in an infinite regress:

If this reason seems obscure – well then let's concede that this conatus of self-movement is something more than the laws and nature of motion. If, therefore, you suppose this conatus to be metaphysical good, from necessity you must suppose that this conatus will have in it a conatus of self-preservation, and this another, and so on to infinity, than which I do not know anything more absurd. (CM:135 XE "CM\:135" )

Here we have a glimpse of the tight link Spinoza envisaged between his ethics and physics: the ontological status of conatus determines that of the good. Once conatus and power became identical with the actuality of motion, the end of natural motion lost its character as the aim desired by the object. In so far as the end is the good “for which” the action of motion is undertaken, the good became now particular and specific to each motion, independent of any “intention” or “desire”.

By having rejected the popular conception of a teleological Nature, i.e., as determined by a pre-designed plan, Spinoza became known as an anti-teleologist en outrance. But in fact he only went back to Aristotle’s original version of teleology. As we saw, Aristotle attacked the popular notion that nature is designed with a purpose to reach, and replaced this by a new teleology. According to it things and processes in nature only act as if there is a purpose to reach, but in fact they all act blindly, instinctively and automatically. What distinguishes this is only an overall structure or form of  interconnectedness – to explain and understand one process we only need to locate it within a whole structure of other processes, in the midst of which it finds its obvious place. Thus Aristotle replaced the naïve teleology of design by a new, formal teleology of placement – to explain any particular detail in nature is to place it within the intricate network of natural processes.

It was this placement teleology that Spinoza adopted, and this was what supplied a further concept of perfection – for a thing to be perfect is for it to be placed in the network of the natural processes of the whole world.
  Good became thus not merely relative to each object and motion, but also ultimate and complete since it was always fully accomplished in the actual end-point of each motion. Moreover, since end-point is not a real entity but a mere ens rationis, Spinoza took such relative good to be an ens rationis as well. He summed up the relativity of the good:

An object considered in itself is neither good nor evil, but only in respect to another being, which it helps to acquire what is desired, or the contrary. Indeed, the same thing at the same time may be both good and evil in respect to different things. […] Nor is there any absolute evil, as is also evident in itself. Those who seek for some metaphysical good which shall be free from relativity are laboring under a misapprehension of the case. (CM:133-4 XE "CM\:133-4" )

This was embedded in his final formulation in the Ethics and encapsulates his final relativistic a-moralism , the essence of his critique of all objective ethical thought:

Good and evil are said of things insofar as we compare them to one another (E IV P6 D5 XE "E IV P6 D5" ) מה זה. ב143 בהקדמה של פרק 4 יש דומים E IV Preface:143 XE "E IV Preface\:143" 
The notion that perfection is as relative as the good, now led to its correlative – that perfection and the good are just the actuality of the object, and only as such are they entia realis :

A thing considered in itself alone can neither be said to be good nor evil […] And further, as good and evil are only relative terms, so also is perfection, unless we take perfection for the essence of the thing; (CM:134 XE "CM\:134" )

Obviously deriving from Aristotle’s theory of entelecheia, Spinoza showed here how, once the actualistic machinery kicks in and essence becomes strictly particular (i.e., a thing's perfection)  there can be no other way but identify end, good and perfection, and so make these particular and relative as well. He was well aware of his actualistic motivation, i.e., his denial of the reality of any potentiality, for in the same breath he now defended his ethical relativism by the non-reality of the potential:

This will seem absurd to many; but for what reason I do not know. We attribute many things of this kind to God, which,  before creation, could not exist except potentially; as for example, when He is called Creator, Judge merciful, etc. wherefore similar arguments should be allowed us here. (CM:134 XE "CM\:134" )

Thus to attribute goodness to God “before creation” makes sense only as reference to some necessarily potential situation and so to some non-reality. Hence, Spinoza implies, this is also all that needs be allowed as the meaning of ethical attributes – i.e., reference to mere potential states. But such reference can be meaningful only if it is reduced to realities, i.e., if it is taken as employment of mere entia rationis.
2.3.2.   Conatus, particular essences, and necessity

 At the opening of the second part of the Ethics, Spinoza declared the single most important implication of his actualism, namely, the exclusion of essences in so far as they are taken to be universals. In their place he now installed essence as strictly the detailed actuality of the thing: 

That appertains to the essence of a thing which, when granted, the thing itself is necessarily posited, and which, when negated, the thing is necessarily negated; or that without which the thing can neither exist nor be conceived, and, on the other hand, that which cannot be or be conceived without the thing.  (E II D2 XE "E II D2" )

Picking up the thread on which he had interrupted TDI, this definition explicitly re-iterartes the logical equivalence of essence and existence for any object and not just God, i.e., not only for the totality of the frozen world-lines network, but for each one of them. Moreover, since "The conatus by which each thing tends to persevere in its being is nothing but the actual essence of the thing ( ipsius rei actualem essentiam)." (E III P7 XE "E III P7" ), each such world line is not just the "actual essence" but also the conatus of the thing.
Thus actual or concrete essence involves existence or, in other words, necessarily is actual and so, sub species aeternitatis, each thing is a necessary existence and its idea must therefore be a necessary idea.

This is the only possible meaning of necessity in Spinoza's actualist world. For it cannot denote a power or force or coercion, which are obviously neither extensional nor ideas. On the other hand, since each particular essence involves its particular existence, it is necessarily whatever it is. Necessity is, therefore, actuality in eternity, i.e., the frozen world-lines network, i.e., “in God”. 

Nor is necessity in any way some entity, called conatus, inside the given concrete particular. Rather, (as we saw just now xxxx)  its conatus, or tendency to conserve its actuality in time, is logically inseparable from, and so is identical to  this actuality. In fact Spinoza declared this identity explicitly in the Ethics:

The conatus wherewith a thing endeavors to persist in its being is nothing else than the actual essence of that thing (ipsius rei actualem essentiam).

(E III P7 XE "E III P7" )

The demonstration of this proposition is emphatic in its rich series of identifications, i.e., not only is “the conatus of anything… to persist in its own being nothing else than the actual essence of that given thing”, rather this is exactly why each concrete “actual essence” is an eternal truth, i.e., contains no contingent detail simply because it is a world-line frozen in eternity. This Spinoza expressed by saying that “the essences of things do not contain a certain definite time of existence” (E IV Preface:144 XE "E IV Preface\:144" ). Thus 

[the existence of a thing] Is conceived as an eternal truth just as is the essence of a thing, and therefore cannot be explained by duration or time…  (E I D8 XE "E I D8" )

Or, again, “the essence of things is eternal” in the sense that it “ depends on God” (CM I, 2:123 XE "CM I, 2\:123" ), which we may interpret now as meaning that each world-line is interlinked with others so that the whole network is involved in each world-line, i.e., in each concrete essence. This is the sense in which it is eternal.

With such a reading we arrive at the only possible sense in which each essence and its existence is “entailed” by God’s essence or “given divine nature” ( see 2.1.9). For if God’s essence is just the "given" actuality of the whole eternal network of particular essences and nothing more, then this “divine essence” logically entails each of these essences and so each of their existences. This is indeed what he says:

From the given divine nature (ex data natura divina), the essence, as well as the existence of things, must of necessity be inferred;  (E I P25 S23 XE "E I P25 S23" )

Here was also the key to the meaning of self-causation (see 2.1.6.). For to say that God is His own cause may be just another way of saying that the whole "given" eternal network is entailed only by itself, since no other network exists, i.e. is "given". Just so, to say that God is the cause of each concrete essence is to say just that it is entailed by the network as being a part of it. This was what Spinoza next wrote:

and to express it shortly, in that sense in which God is said to be his own cause, he must be also said to be the cause of all things. (E I P25 S23 XE "E I P25 S23" )

This completes a major part of the work of the intellect by which it “forms” the necessary truths needed for its understanding of the world, the conduct of life, and the  construction of society and the state. Its first and crucial ‘formatting’ was the realization that the essence of any object is just its actuality. This eliminated the whole realm of counter-actuality, and thus opened the way for necessity to be installed within the resources of the concrete particular world of material objects. The world of concrete objects now became at once saturated with necessity. For since essence was always the necessary element  in the humdrum life of the object, and since all its actuality became now its essence, all its actuality became now necessary truth. 

And now dawned that other crucial necessary truth so fundamental to the new ethics, that all actuality, by the necessity of its fully coinciding with essence, is perfection. As only befits a world “formatted” by the God-like intellect of man, ( see again p.xxx above) it is a perfect world, with no possible “lack” to bother its completeness and perfection. Spinoza's ethical theory begins and ends in this necessary truth, the prime product of the intellect in its activity.

2.3.3.   Conatus, essence and the will

Exactly as conatus is neither a force nor any shadowy “tendency” within the object but is strictly its concrete actuality (i.e., its  "actual" or “particular essence”), so is the case with will. Any distinction between will and the concrete actuality of the object is just another case of the ens rationis fallacy committed regularly by those who “don’t see the ens rationis as it is, but as an ens reale.” (DD II 16 §4:165 XE "DD II 16 §4\:165" ) Now, since the endeavor is the actual essence, i.e., is the actuality, or world-line of the thing, it is located in eternity, involves no time and thus constitutes an eternal truth:

Therefore the endeavor wherewith a thing exists involves no definite time; but on the contrary, if it is not destroyed by any external cause, then by the same power by which it now exists it will continue to exist forever: therefore this endeavor involves an indefinite time. (DD II 16 §4 Dem)

This endeavor or power involves no time for the “actual essence” is already embedded in eternity. Now the same logic of actuality applies to God’s “power”. In E I P34 XE "E I P34"   this power is identified with His “essence” and, commenting on this (in E II P3 S41 XE "E II P3 S41" ) Spinoza emphasized that “the power of God is nothing else than the actual essence of God”, and then identified “power” with his conatus (E III P7 XE "E III P7" ). Since none of the infinity of God is employed in these identifications, they must hold for the human “will” just as well. Thus, it turns out, will is not some power or force pushing our actions. Rather it is, just like  conatus, identical with the  actuality or concrete and “actual essence” or world-line of the person:

This conatus, when it has reference to the mind alone, is called will (voluntas). But when it refers simultaneously to the mind and body it is called appetite (appetitus) which therefore is nothing else than the essence of man.  (E III P9 S:92 XE "E III P9 S\:92" )

There is no limitation or doubt qualifying the identities involved : will or appetite is nothing else than the “actual essence” of man, so that my will or appetite is my “actual essence” just as your will or appetite is your “actual essence”. My will and appetite are, therefore, “nothing else” than my actuality, or my world-line. Since my world-line is eternal, not evolving in time at all, so is my will or appetite, and so these are eternal or necessary truths.

But since Spinoza identified affects, i.e., emotions, with ideas as representations of objects. Proof, he identified the idea of some object with the desire for it. And so will and thought became one and the same thing. This identity of will and reason is grounded on his doctrine of conatus; namely, that the essence of every individual is necessarily its perseverance of existence. Taking this conatus as endeavor it is will, and so essence (i.e., conatus) is will. Now, since essence is actuality, it now turns out that  will and actuality are one and the same thing. In other words, no will remains ever unactualised. To will something is to actuate it, and so it is impossible to fail in actuating any of one’s wills. Always a braver actualist than the Master, Spinoza gave full expression to this consequence in his CM where he argued that the error in the prevailing view of free will comes from misconceiving the will (“desire for the sake of some good”) as an entity external to thought, “outside the mind”. The true view is

 on the contrary, that the will is the affirming that this is good or bad... If the mind did not affirm this or that is good, thus exercising its freedom, it would not desire it. (CM II,12:174 XE "CM II,12\:174" ).

We already saw that the good and bad are strictly relative, and now we observe how exactly their relative state is created and determined: the good and the bad are decided by the will in its free determination and definition of the world.

Spinoza pointed out here also the systematic link with the concept of motion where the parallel common error was to regard conatus as separate from motion (CM I,6:134 XE "CM I,6\:134" ). His solution led not only to the relativity of all ethical categories, i.e., their secondary status to desire (E I Appendix, DD I 10) but also to an Aristotelian solution of the problem of akrasia, i.e., it is impossible for “the mind to choose anything contrary to the last judgment of the understanding” (CM :174 XE "CM \:174" ).Moreover, this will is the idea of some advantage to perseverance of existence, and ideas are the mind. So the will and its actuality in an action are one and the same thing, and equally this is the actuality of reason as ideas.

 Consequently, will and appetite are ideas of objects as aims or targets actualized at any random point on the world line. Each such point may be then called “good”, but the only reason possible is that it just happens to be in our actuality, i.e., on our world-line. It was this multiple identification of will, thought, and the “actual essence”, that he then expressed in the supreme formulation of his actualistic ethics:

It may be gathered from this, then, that we endeavor, will, seek, or desire nothing because we deem it good; but on the contrary, we deem a thing good because we endeavor, will, seek, or desire it. (CM:174 XE "CM\:174" )

The good is whatever it is we actualize or endeavor to actualize ( which are the same thing once endeavor is identified with actuality, as we saw). Spinoza thus constructed. an ethics girdled by the freely constructed necessary truth that whatever man does he does not because he aims for some good, but rather that he regards as good whatever happens to be located in  his actuality. We do not will the good, rather the good is what we actually do

2.3.4.   Actualist good – its relationality and non-reality  

This identification of the good to actuality merely reflects Spinoza’s view of the good and bad as nonrealities. He introduced the argument from relativity to non-reality in a section  on “What are the good and bad”:

In order to explain shortly what the good and bad are in themselves, lets begin thus: some things are in our intellect and not in Nature. Hence they are nothing but our creations, and serve only to conceive things clearly. We include among them all relations among different things, and we call them entities of reason. The question now is: do the good and bad belong to entities of reality? Now, since the good and bad are nothing but relations, there is no doubt they must be included among entities of reason. (DD:140 XE "DD\:140" )

Relations are regarded by the actualist as paradigms of non-reality since they do not inhere in any definite object. The relationality and so the ensuing non-reality of good and bad was dictated by the basic actualist ontology that reality belongs only to entities actual to our perceptions, such as things and events (or actions). This ontology Spinoza clarified in his axiomatised version of this argument:

All things existing in nature are either things or actions.

But the good and bad are neither things nor actions. 

Hence the good or bad do not exist in nature. (DD:141 XE "DD\:141" )

But he then added a further sub-argument, to prove the second premise. If the good and bad were realities they would be things or their  actions (“for only these exist in nature”), and then they would possess  “their own definitions” that is, independent of other things. But they don’t, because they are relative:

but good and bad, like the good of Petrus or the bad of Judas, do not have definitions separate from the essences of Petrus and Judas, for only these exist in nature, and so the good and bad cannot be defined without them. Hence the good and bad are not things or actions existing in nature. (DD:141 XE "DD\:141" )

The interest in this sub proof is the evidence it provides that already at that early stage Spinoza held the thesis of particular essences and linked it closely to his a-moralist ethics. 

We already met with this actualist theory of particular or actual essence ( 2.3.3). We return to them now because they are central in Spinoza’s thesis of the perfection of the world, as well soon see. These essences, he explained, are distinct from universals or “general ideas” since  they are “particular ideas”, and to each particular thing belongs its own particular idea. We also saw how
 he employed this conception of particular essence towards the end of his unfinished TDI in his search for a theory of definition that will refute the skeptic once and for all
. To that end he identified the “true and good definition” with the concrete essence – “the particular and positive essence” (TDI §93 XE "TDI §93" ). In the Ethics the doctrine appeared again several times, implied in the declaration of the equivalence  of propria and essence (E II D2 XE "E II D2"  quoted above in 2.3.2), in  his affirmation of the identity of essence and will, but most clearly in his explanation that the essence or soul or idea of any individual is his life, and so his essence ( i.e. life) is peculiar to him:

Although each individual lives content and rejoices in the nature he has, yet the life with which each is content and rejoices in, is nothing else than the idea or soul of that individual; and therefore the joy of one differs from the joy of another only in so far as the essence of one differs from the essence of another. (E III P57 S XE "E III P57 S" )

Now, given this doctrine of  particular essence, we should notice that its main advantage was that whereas the thing never fits its universal idea or essence, yet it  fits its particular idea or essence to perfection. Thus, the general notions of “good” and “bad” fit only the universal essence, but never any particular one:

when we call something “good”, this means only that it fits a general idea we have of such things. But, as we already said, every  thing must fit its particular idea, and this must be a complete essence, and does not have to fit the general essence, for otherwise there would never be any existent things. (DD:141 XE "DD\:141" )

The remark about  the necessary fit is the second important point here. For it implies that the particular idea or essence is identical to the complete and detailed life-line of the thing, i.e., with each of its properties and events, with no possible distinction among them into essential and accidental. In other words, the particular essence is the complete actuality of the thing.

Such a conception, besides confirming our interpretation of necessity in Spinoza's world also  implies a theory of the automatic completeness and perfection of actuality in each of its details. These, necessity and perfection, go now together as the twin ethical implications of the theory of particular essences.


Spinoza explained that “in fact it is impossible to grasp my ethics unless one first understands” “my view about necessity in actuality” (Ep [27]:153 XE "Ep [27]\:153" ). And the single most important of the consequents of his necessity thesis  was what we’ll name “the principle of perfection”, i.e., that perfection is identical with actuality.

We saw (2.3.1.) that he identified perfection with reality. He declared this identity in one of his Definitions, i.e., “ Reality and Perfection ( realitas et perfectio ) I understand to be the same.” (E II D6 XE "E II D6" ), and  he repeated this later, clarifying that

By perfection in general I shall understand, as I said, reality, that is , the essence of anything, in so far as it exists and operates in a certain manner. (E IV Preface:144 XE "E IV Preface\:144" )

So here reality was essence, and since this is identified with existence “and operation”, it followed that  existence and operation are perfection. He also explained that the obstacles to this identification were rooted in two common  considerations. First was the  notion that perfection had to do with comparing the object to some ideal we have of this species of objects. But once it is realized that such ideal notion is merely a universal and so an ens rationis   bereft of reality,  all imperfection disappears. So when this ens rationis is replaced by the appropriate ens reale, the object’s particular or actual essence, perfection is automatically restored in Nature. Imperfection, the traditional root of the bad, is merely lack, nothing actual, and so another case of non-reality:

Lack does not mean any action of lacking and subtracting, but simple lack only, which is nothing in itself. It is merely an ens rationis, or mode of thought, which we create when we compare things .  (Ep [21]:135 XE "Ep [21]\:135" ) 

The concept enabling comparison denotes mere relation, and relation, as we saw, is never real. The root of its non-reality is, again, that relation results from a comparison which generates a universal:

It is certain that lack is not something positive, and is called lack or want only in relation to our or God’s thought. This fact is based on   this, that all particulars of the same species, say, all those having the form of humans, we name by one definition, and so think that they are all beautiful to the same perfection that can be derived from this definition. But when we discover one particular whose actions contradict such perfection, we conclude that he was denied that perfection and is lacking by nature, and we would not have thought thus. But we would not have thought so, if we did not peg it on this definition and attributed to him such a nature.  (Ep [19]:117 XE "Ep [19]\:117" )

So our notion of imperfection is the result of the fallacy of taking universals and universal essences as our standards. But since God does not universalize, and grasps things only in their concreteness, he does not recognize any imperfection in the real world, and consequently  there is none there:

But since God does not cognize things by abstraction and does not create general definitions of the species, and since things do not possess reality beyond what God’s thought and power allot them in actuality, it is obvious that lack can be regarded only relative to our thought, and not to God’s thought. (Ep [19]:117 XE "Ep [19]\:117" )

In short, then, since lack is nothing real, the notion of imperfection in actuality is empty, and hence all actuality is perfect:

When we take into account God’s thought and nature, we cannot say about the blind that he lacks vision, just as we cannot say this about the stone. For to say now, that sight belongs to the blind, is just as illogical as to say this of  the stone, because nothing more pertains to that person and is his except what God’s  intellect and will allotted to him. (Ep [19]:117 XE "Ep [19]\:117" )

But there was yet another source for the fallacy of imperfection, namely, the common usage of counterfactuals to show some failure or defect in the object. 

2.3.5.   Counterfactuals and perfection

Counterfactuals are not merely senseless but, rather, plain contradictions, according to the actualist. For since his thesis that all actuality is necessary is predicated on  the principle that mere possibility is nothing real, it follows that counterfactuals are self-contradictions. For Spinoza this was an important part of his ethical doctrine, though it entailed extreme consequences. When asked whether a person was justified in choosing to be a villain because it accorded with his nature, Spinoza replied that

The question presupposes a contradiction. It is as if someone asked: if it accorded better with someone’s nature to hang himself, would he have reason not to do so? (Ep [23]:147 XE "Ep [23]\:147" )

So the counterfactual question presupposes some “contradiction”. What is it ? Obviously, that someone of nature A would be of another nature B. But it seems that something more was at play here than the mere non-reality of alternative  possibilities. For here the identity of essence and reality or actuality is crucial. Given this identity, the counterfactual becomes an assumption that this person remains this person but also becomes another person – a contradiction. This would not be the case where essence is different from actuality, for then  it would be consistent to hold both that the person is the same (retains his essence) even though some of his qualities change. This contradictoriness  of the counterfactual  is best revealed in the issue of God’s will:  if He could have willed otherwise than he actually did, this would  mean that  His essence could be other than it actually is, but this is an “absurdity” :  

Were things  produced in any other way than that in which they were, God’s intellect and will, that is, as has been granted, his essence, also must have been other than it is, which is absurd  ( quod est absurdum)..         (E I P33 S2 XE "E I P33 S2" )

Now, the absurdity, i.e., that the essence is other than the actual essence,  is independent of the fact that it is God’s essence. For the Ethics does not and cannot show that God’s essence, as distinct from  all other finite essences, is alone necessarily what it is.  The closest
  is the implication of E I D6 XE "E I D6"  that His infinity entails the necessity of including every possible Attribute in it. Surely, this is not extendable to His particular actions and properties (for then His essence would contain also infinitely many contradictions), but in the issue of His will, we are dealing with particular acts  and definitely not with Attributes. So the necessity of His essence as consisting of His particular actuality ( i.e., His particular wills) is not asserted or proved in the Ethics. 

 Rather, the matter is the other way round: it is because  of the  absurdity of the counterfactual about His essence that His essence is necessarily what it is. Consequently, this holds equally for any essence, and therefore for any property included in it, i.e., about all the properties in the actual world. But in what exactly does this absurdity consist, agreeing that it is not in breaking  the necessity of the essence ? Obviously in the contradiction of assuming  that  something is not what it is in actuality, i.e., the absurdity of the counterfactual is in assuming a counterfactual. 

If counterfactuals about particular essences are  contradictions, then everything that is part of any essence is logically  necessary and therefore is necessarily good . Spinoza developed this implication in what is, no doubt, one of his most memorable window-samples, the astounding E IV P31 XE "E IV P31" :

Prop. 31. In so far as anything agrees with our nature, thus far it is necessarily good.

Corollary.– […] Nothing therefore can be good, save in so far as it agrees with our nature .E IV P31 C XE "E IV P31 C" )
Thus, the contradictoriness of the counterfactual entails the complete and perfect justification of everything that anyone happens to do. But this was not a value-consideration. It was a derivation from the same contradictoriness of any counterfactual. For, so his actualist argument goes, had a man preferred death or crime, this would have been his essence, and then it would have been necessary for him to prefer thus and, finally, by being part of his essence it agrees with his essence, and so it becomes a good:

For obviously, crime would then be the good deed in regard to human nature, distorted and obverse as thus described. (Letter to Blyenbergh XE "Letter to Blyenbergh" .)

The good act is thus defined by the fact that it is the reality, just as essence (“human nature”) is defined by the actuality of the object. Any object could not be other than it actually is in any of its details and, most importantly, this necessity is strictly logical, having to do only with the identity-implication of details by themselves, i.e., by the essence. The world is now the totality of such particular-essences, and so it is thoroughly determined by this identity-implication. Nothing else is or can be involved in the  necessity and determinism of Spinoza's world.

Moreover, since each object’s world-line involves encounters with other objects, it includes and thus is essentially involved with them and thereby with the rest of the world’s objects. This is the logical meaning of the unity of Nature – each object is internally, i.e., by its essence, linked to all the other objects of Nature. Hence, a counterfactual about some particular object involves a counterfactual about the whole world. But then the particular counterfactual loses its sense, assuming now the contradiction that the particular and the world both remain the same but also different. This self contradictoriness of all counterfactuals implies in its turn that the actual world, and thereby each of its particulars, are perfect.

So, to sum up, reality is perfection on several counts. First, lack is non-real since it is  a comparison concept and thus denotes nothing. Moreover, it is comparison to ideals and consequently involves counterfactuals and therefore self-contradictory. Thus, blindness  becomes a reality once it is taken not as counterfactual comparison to some ideal but strictly as part of the person’s actuality, i.e., of his essence. For then it is a necessary property, i.e., an effect of “God’s thought and nature”, and thus part of the person’s perfection. In short, taken as an actuality, blindness is part of the essence and so of the perfection of the person. But this identity of perfection and actuality was soon  perceived to imply a fatal difficulty for Spinoza’s actualism. He had to face it as early as 1665, when he was asked ( by one insistent correspondent, Blyenbergh,) about the ethical implication of the perfection thesis. 

2.3.6.   “How then can we go astray ?” – the Homogeneity Thesis

The difficulty is this: What can possibly be the difference between the righteous person and the scoundrel, given that “both receive their being and also their preservation or continual creation of their being from God as God and not as judge, and both fulfill the will of God in the same way, namely, as he decreed it”? (Ep [22]:185 XE "Ep [22]\:185" ). That is, they are equally perfect in the absolute sense, i.e., “relative to God”. Now, if the expected answer is in terms of different degrees of perfection then, Blyenbergh wrote, he was absolutely certain that this involved some mistake:

 For in your writings it is impossible to find any measure according to which any actual thing can be called more or less perfect, unless it has more or less essence. […]  If this is the only standard of perfection, errors can only improperly be so called, but in reality there are no errors, in reality there are no crimes, and everything, all that exists, possesses just that and such essence that God has given it which, be that what it may, always includes  perfection. (Ep [22]:186 XE "Ep [22]\:186" )

 Though he missed in the last clause (for obviously each essence received exactly the same degree of reality and therefore is  maximally  perfect), he did hit solid at a central consequence of the actualist ontology thesis: not only is every existing thing perfect, but rather, all existing things are both equally and maximally  perfect. Let’s call this the homogeneity principle.

Blyenbergh expressed here the obvious difficulty facing any actualist ethics – if essence is existence, as it declares, then all essences are equally real and therefore no degrees of reality can distinguish between them. So degrees of perfection cannot be degrees of reality. But what other resources does actualism have for explaining degrees of perfection 
?

Spinoza's reply only confirms this fatal diagnosis. All he had to offer was the lame retort that though the actions of the virtuous and the actions of the villainous as well as all the actions of whatever exists emanate and come from the eternal laws and commands of God and depend on him always, nevertheless

They differ from each other not by degrees only, but by their entire essences. For even though both the mouse and the angel, both sadness and joy, depend on God equally, the mouse is of a different species from the angel, and sadness from joy. I think that by this I answered your arguments. (Ep [23]:146 XE "Ep [23]\:146" )

This confirms that Spinoza could not install any content whatsoever into the notion of degrees of perfection since he could not base it on degrees of reality, having given up essence as anything beyond or other than the given actuality of the thing. But if any further confirmation is needed for this collapse of Spinoza's actualistic ethics, the same reply letter contains it as well. For to Blyenbergh’s query whether it does not follow that “killers and charity givers are good and perfect to the same degree”, Spinoza answered “no” with not a word of  explanation, but then in the next breath, he reneged,  and answered “maybe yes”:

If you ask, are the actions of both, in so far as they are real and God their cause, equally perfect ? I say that if we consider the actions and their manner only, then they might be equally perfect. (Ep [23]:147 XE "Ep [23]\:147" )

So there is small doubt that at this stage he could not support the claim of degrees of perfection, given his thesis that perfection is reality and reality is actuality In the Ethics he argued that degree of reality is simply the amount of attributes a thing has.

Prop.IX.  The more reality or being a thing has, the more attributes belong to it.

Proof. –  This is obvious from Def. 4. (E I P9 XE "E I P9" )
Definition 4. By Attribute ( attributum) I understand that  which the intellect perceives of substance as constituting its essence. (E I D4 XE "E I D4" )
This is all the explication  Spinoza could offer for the notion of degrees  of reality, and it is obvious that it is irrelevant to created , finite objects, for it  applies only to Substance. So, his reference to degrees of reality as what distinguishes the villain from the virtuous is  meaningless
. The virtuous has exactly the same number of attributes as the villain, if any  of them has them. Reality is not merely one and unique. It necessarily is, by the actualist lights, also homogeneous – everywhere the same in so far as its degree of actuality is concerned, since the only source of  its possible degrees is the un-actualized, separate essences and ideals, which the actualist condemns as contradictory.

 This constrain on his ontology shattered any sense of normativity in his ethics, and dictated Spinoza's conclusion about yielding to temptation and evil, and so he declared that these, (and, we may surely conclude, just any brand of monstrosity) are in fact justified as the natural choice to make:

If a man finds it convenient to hang himself rather than dine, he certainly would behave as a complete fool if he doesn’t go ahead and hang himself. And similarly, if a man comes to clearly see that by crime he would really obtain a more perfect essence or life than he would by being virtuous, he too will be a fool if he didn’t do it. (Letter to Blyenbergh XE "Letter to Blyenbergh" .)

This basic homogeneity of all actuality  turned out to be also the main  constrain  Spinoza's political theory had to resolve. His lame reply about the mouse and the angel was about to be expanded into the amazing cat and lion total justification of all power ( TTP 16:12, see 2.4.2 )
2.4  Power Ethics

2.4.1.   Power-Ethics and its Right End

The opening lines of Spinoza's last and most mature book, Tractatus Politicus, revolve around the thesis that all the possible political systems are part of actuality as it has already been revealed to us, so that the philosopher wastes his time if he tries to speculate about the ideal state. All he has to do is pass under review what history had produced. The only difficulty that remains is to evaluate them, since according to Spinoza's perfection thesis they were all equally perfect. His perfection thesis expressed itself here as the thesis of the power – right identity. The deeply ontological sense of this principle can be seen from the idea that natural right is the right of every object in the world, and only derivatively the right of man. But the strangeness of the notion of natural right of a stone, say, is then moderated once it is realized that natural right is identical with the “power” or conatus of the stone.

The full force of this identity emerges when Spinoza's resulting theory is compared with the outwardly similar theory of Hobbes. The state of nature, Hobbes argued, was such that in it man was justified to employ every means possible in order to survive. In this war of all against all, there cannot be any means, be it defensive or aggressive, that is wrong if it serves to promote personal survival. Spinoza's thesis, that the right of man extends as far as his power, seems to be similar, but in fact it is as opposite as can be, once the ontological grounds of the two are examined.

What Hobbes aimed to produce was a moral justification of the state of total war. To kill any other being is the right thing to do if that being is a threat to one’s life. Hobbes did not explain this any further, for he assumed that this needs no further explanation, i.e., everyone will agree that this is the right thing to do, and not because this is the natural thing to do. Hobbes did not ground rightness on naturalness, i.e., he did not ground rightness on actuality. Rather, he regarded, and assumed his reader would regard, the rightness of survival-protection as self-evident. That is, he worked with a potentialistic ontology of right as separate from the actuality of the human race. Taking this as foundation, he then grounded on it the morality of a typical and natural behavior, thus producing its moral informative justification or explanation. The one thing (killing, say,) is good because another thing (natural right) is true. That is, killing is not automatically good, just by being an actuality, but only if it can be shown to fall within the realm of natural right (a condition that fails in the actuality of  the state but holds in that of the state of nature).

The state is then explained as the best means of overcoming a stressful situation. The state is not a morally better situation, but merely an easier one. The total morality of the solution may easily be argued to be worse, but this was not Hobbes’ aim.

On the other hand, Spinoza could not possibly allow any distinction between the morality of any two actual situations, not only because the state is not a solution to some “state of nature”, but rather because in his actualistic ontology, all actualities are equally good. This is the straight outcome of his two necessary truths that right is identical to power, and that power is actuality. That is, exactly as “God or nature” means that all there is is nature and the rest – God, necessity, laws of nature – are either identical to nature or are  just so many entia rationis, so “right or power” means that the right, and equally the good, are either both entia rationis or are identical to “power”, i.e., actuality. Consequently, the powerful is not “justified” or explained by the right, but rather identified with the right, thereby allowing for the linguistic eliminating of one term in favor of its exact synonym. There is only one real thing denoted, i.e., actuality, and two words “right” and “power”  to denote it, so that exchanging them is now merely a matter of language.

On the other hand, the “state of nature” is a thought experiment which Hobbes took as a counterfactual, (moreover, a true one), leading him to conclude to his contractual conception of the state: we should view the state as the best solution of the impossible situation of total war. Contract and transfer of natural rights from the multitude to the ruler is, then, what girdles the state – continuously. For just as the natural state was never a real historical situation, so is the case with the contract. Rather, both are to be conceived, in Hobbes’ theory, as two co-present conflicting forces acting all the time, moment by moment, like the Cartesian god re-creating the world. In this sense, the state of nature is the ever present threatening force that re-creates the contractual state moment by moment. These two forces, the threat and the contract, act exactly as the two component forces of an actually given resultant motion. Hobbes explained the stability of the state just as Galileo explained the path of a missile: though both component forces are real, neither of them is actual to the senses, yet only by their causal (and therefore real) action is the phenomenon created.

But since counterfactuality was anathema to Spinoza, some non-actual state of nature is as nonsensical as any utopia. What he called “the state of nature” was just the actuality of man’s daily life, here and now, wide open to our gaze. It is the state of nature because man’s actuality is just a part of Nature, completely depended on its laws and interaction with its other parts. Consequently, the state as political regime, is also a part of nature, be it an aristocracy or a monarchy or a democracy, and its natural right, just as the natural right of man is simply the natural right of any and every part of Nature. And as always, this natural right is just the actuality, with nothing hidden or componential or counterfactual about it. This actuality is what Spionoza called “power” and so it followed that power is the right and both are the actuality – of the state, of man, of any state, of any man. Nothing is explained, for there is nothing to explain. Let’s close in a bit.

2.4.2.   "God’s right is nothing else but his very power"
The starting point that  Spinoza chose was the  axiomatic “God’s right is nothing else but his very power” (TP II:3 XE "TP II\:3" , TTP 16:162 XE "TTP 16\:162" ). So, it is not because his power is infinite that he has right to everything. Power is not the justification of action through the mediation of right. Rather, power and right are one and the same thing, and only this is the ground of God’s infinite right. The first part of the sentence is, therefore, bound to mislead – “for as God has a right to everything, etc.”. Spinoza was playing here on the ambiguity of “right”, for though everyone would agree that God has right to everything, this is only for reasons of piety and prejudice, not of metaphysics, for “right” here has its old meaning, as an entity separate from power. But for the traditional metaphysician, God’s infinite power is no justification for His separate infinite right, and this right is traditionally mediated via His infinite wisdom, not by his power. But for Spinoza the question itself vanished, for God is Nature, and Nature has no “rights” whatever in the old sense. Nature possesses only actuality, and thus Nature’s right, and derivatively every thing’s natural right, are nothing else than power, i.e., actuality or, as he expressed it, nothing but the laws of Nature. From the actuality of nature Spinoza then derived the actuality of each of its parts, i.e., the power of each part of nature, renamed it “right”, and came out with the ultimate actualistic formula – 

It follows that each natural thing has by nature as much right as it has power to exist and operate. (TP II:3 XE "TP II\:3" )

And not only right but also “virtue", a close relative of the moral “good”, Spinoza identified with that power (assisted by  the Latin connotation of  “virtue” as force):

D8:  By virtue and power I mean the same thing;  that is (Pr.7,III), virtue, in so far as it is related to man, is man’s very essence, or nature, in so far as he has power to bring about that which can be understood solely through the laws of his own nature. (E IV D8 XE "E IV D8" )

This concludes the actualistic elimination of right in favor of power,   constantly bearing in mind, however, that power is itself a euphemism, denoting in fact just actuality.
 And,  lest it be forgotten for a moment, Spinoza confirmed this actualistic reduction in the next sentence:

And so, by natural right I understand the very laws or values or rules of nature. (TP II:4 XE "TP II\:4" )

Here the reduction was completed of natural right to natural motion. And since in Spinoza's nature all possible motion is natural motion, i.e., motion according to laws of nature, all actual motion has right, just as no mere possible motion has any right. This is what Spinoza now concluded:

And so, the natural right of universal nature, and consequently of every individual thing, extends as far as its power; and consequently, whatever any man does after the laws of his nature, he does by the highest natural right, and he has as much right over nature as he has power.  (TP II:4 XE "TP II\:4" )

Since no action is possible that is not “after the laws of nature”, all action at all is legitimate “by the highest natural right”. Though this conclusion was not drawn explicitly, it was implied in the universal quantifier “whatever”, and the reminder that all motion and action is strictly according to the laws of nature. And then, to answer any remaining doubt, Spinoza explained that “man, whether guided by reason or by desire, does nothing save in accordance with the laws and rules of nature, that is, by natural right”. (TP II:5 XE "TP II\:5" )  Notice now also that it is not only action motivated by survival considerations that are sanctioned by the “highest natural right”, but rather that all action whatsoever, be it rational or irrational, for survival or for fun, for the greatness of nation or the quenching of sadistic desire – all are sanctioned by the same “highest natural right”, namely, their actuality, which gets to be identified with survival:

The natural power or right of human beings should be limited, not by reason but by every appetite whereby they are determined to action, or seek their own preservation. (TP II: 5 XE "TP II\: 5" )

The “should” is the standard actualistic inference of ought from is: since this is the actuality of men, i.e., that they are motivated by desire rather than reason, this is also how they should be motivated. We must then notice that the emphatic “every” qualifying the “appetite”  implies the irrelevance of self preservation, since it means that absolutely all action is for self preservation and so is sanctioned just by its mere actuality. In the published version he made this yet more clearly:

We do not here acknowledge any difference between mankind and other individual natural entities, nor between men endowed with reason and those to whom reason is unknown; nor between fools, madman, and sane men […] Whatsoever an individual does by the laws of its nature it has a sovereign right to do, inasmuch as it acts as it was conditioned by nature, and cannot act otherwise. (TTP 10:16 XE "TTP 10\:16" )

It has a right, because it must act according to its nature. This entailment of right by natural necessity is in fact its entailment by its actuality and therefore by whatever that actuality may be. Actuality is, thus, absolutely homogeneous as to its rightness, so that either all actuality or none of it has right, and so it must be equally right throughout if it is right at all. The fool, the madman, the mobster, the Nazi Jews-exterminator, the Gestapo torturer, the child-molester and serial-rapist, no less than the “sane” person – all act equally by their inherent natural right because they act according to their natures. Any possible difference in this respect between the wise man, who lives according to reason, and the others, who live according to their ignorance or their blind desires, must be disregarded:

That is, as the wise man has sovereign right to all that reason dictates, or to live according to the laws of reason, so also the ignorant and foolish man has sovereign right to do all that desire dictates, or to live according to the laws of desire. (TTP 16:12 XE "TTP 16\:12" )) 

The ignorant and the madman and the murderous bully and the rapist and the sadist, therefore, “are no more bound to live by the dictates of an intelligent mind than is a cat bound to live by the laws of the nature of a lion” (TTP 16:12 XE "TTP 16\:12" )
.

But, moreover, this bit about the cat and the lion hides more than it reveals. For as we already know, and as the previous sentence implied, there is no such thing as the species man (this is just an ens rationis), only this man and that man so that each individual is a species unto itself. For just as the laws of the fool and the madman are not those of the sane, so must be the case for the laws of this madman and that madman. Each has his own special, i.e., “specific”, laws which make him a species unto his own. These specific laws, its “actual power” (actualis potentia, TTP:163 XE "TTP\:163" ) is a reflection of the “actual essence” which Spinoza identified with the conatus E III P7" (E III P7).
 

Thus we have here the conclusion that whatever any thing does and however it acts, it cannot but thereby express its actual essence. The reason is simply that “actual power” and “actual essence” and “conatus” are one and the same thing and, consequently, there is no possible way this individual could break out of a complete and perfect obedience to his laws. This simple consequence of actualism, i.e., of the reality of concrete or individual essences, is what grounds Spinoza's complete and perfect justification of every possible horror on earth, (nor was this implication  ever in doubt Spinoza or to his readers, as we already saw in the Blyenbergh correspondence). 

2.4.3.   Perfection and  total justification

Yet, care should be exercised at this point not to lose sight of the singularity of Spinoza's actualism. His is neither a version of Machiavellian amoralism, nor of Hobbesian  utilitarianism or Millian consequentialism, nor even of Leibnizian Theodicy. For all such and similar tough “realist” versions never let go completely of some non-actual reality to serve as the justifying  beacon of action. Thus Hobbes aimed at peace and stability, which were for him absolute values, and similarly Machiavelli XE "Machiavelli" ’s Prince aims at inherently positive results which justify his horrible means (“one should reproach a man who is violent in order to destroy, not one who is violent in order to mend things” in Discourses I, IX in Machiavelli 1979:201 XE "Machiavelli 1979\:201" ). For Leibniz this is the best possible world because, as God calculated, it contains the highest obtainable amount of good in the mess, and for Mill the morally right aim was the good which he identified with the universally (i.e., common among the British public-school high achievers) desired. For such versions of political “realism”, then, some things are inherently good and this inherent good is then the condition for goodness of the means leading to them. So it does not matter that Machiavelli’s amoralism  refuses to accept the worth of moral values, for he did accept the inner worth of “mending things”, of a “better” state of things: given this, he could use these inherently better states as his solid fulcrum point for levering his justification of sordid means. For all these versions the same problem preserves its validity – does that end justify those means ? – for they all possess some solid fulcrum-points upon which to rest their leverage. They are all structured for and around this levering action, and so it is always possible for them to argue a condemnation of the means, even before they are applied.

But none of this holds for Spinoza, since the only valid and meaningful consideration possible within his rigorous actualism is actuality itself and not any quality of actuality. Once this absolute homogeneity of all actuality is broken and  actuality is allowed to be classified according to some quality-scale, the central tenet of his theory evaporates, for then right cannot possibly be identical (or be even necessarily coextensive) with power or actuality. Right would then become a quality of actuality which is not necessarily even proportional to it. But such necessity is the whole message in Spinoza's ethical theory: it is not an accident or a contingent matter that right extends just as far as power. And the necessity of such proportionality can then derive only from one source, i.e., that it is a consequence of identity. So it is a necessity of his theory that “the notion of right (not coextensive with power) disappears in Spinoza” (Curley 1996:335 XE "Curley 1996\:335" ) , i.e.,  right is redundant once it is identified with power.

Spinoza needed no isolated special solid fulcrum-points for his leverage, for the simple reason that he needed no justification of one actuality by another thing, be it either another actuality, or some potentiality. All actuality is fully justified by itself, i.e., by being actual, for nothing else is real
. 

The only possible way out of this actualistic disaster he admitted was through the separateness of human soul. Such separateness would enable man to act outside the laws of nature and thus would turn him into a truly autonomous entity existing in nature but separate from it “as one dominion within another” (TP II:6 XE "TP II\:6" ). Thus, Spinoza had to re-enforce the identity of God and nature by the identity of soul and body, in order to obtain one unified and unique “dominion”, absolutely obedient to the same set of universal “laws or rules”, ending inevitably in the identity of right and actuality, and so in the  absolute sanction of all and any actuality.

.

2.4.4.   The  possibility of Toleration 

If right is power (or, rather, actuality), how can right be defended when it is bereft of actuality? If the notion of non-actual right is incompatible with the thesis that right is actuality, then to do both is surely to engage in an inconsistency. Consequently the idea of toleration was incompatible with Spinoza's ethical and political theories, for the essence of toleration is the reality of exactly such rights which possess no actuality or power at all. For since it is obviously not an act of toleration for the ruler to allow a situation which he has no power to resist, it can be an act of toleration only if the fact is powerless, i.e., non-actual as yet. 

Toleration implies, as one essential feature, a power or actuality gradient in the right direction, i.e., from the tolerant down to the tolerated. But since no such gradient is possible in Spinoza's actualistic world, governed as it is by the homogeneity principle, no toleration is possible in it. In Spinoza's world the ruler “tolerates” a situation strictly because it is actual and perseveres, not by letting it actualize out of potentiality or by helping its perseverance. If they are both actual, they are equally actual and so have equal power and cannot coerce each other. Whereas if only the ruler is actual but the fact is merely potential, he has nothing to tolerate, for mere potentiality is nothing.

In other words, in a world where only actuality is real, power cannot be anything but actuality if it is part of reality, and then the phenomenon of coercion is inexplicable. Social coercion implies the reality of such things as threat, immanent danger, ready but unemployed force, and not merely actually employed force. Just so toleration implies the reality of some distinctly potential entities such as good will, good laws, liberally orientated legislature, etc. all of which are non-actual entities. But in Spinoza's actualistic world, where all is necessarily some action and laws are just the way people act, etc., toleration is a logically impossible entity.

 What never enters into Spinoza's considerations for toleration, and  probably the most important element in true toleration, is the demand to allow the free expression and development of doctrines just because they might be true. But in so far as philosophy is the pursuit of truth rather than of happiness, the philosopher must  be committed to complete toleration only if he holds that there are some realities which are not actual to us. For only if not all reality is actual and directly perceptible, can he be committed to an eternal and necessary doubt about every truth-claim, and only such kind of skepticism can support the possibility that any given doctrine might be true. If philosophy is the pursuit of truth, then only the potentialist can demand total toleration of all doctrines on the ground that they are possibly true. The actualist, for whom all real essences are actual or concrete actualities, cannot be a skepticist, and so cannot be committed to toleration out of respect for the possible truth of every doctrine. He can, therefore, at most defend tolerant behavior rather than real toleration, for he can adduce  only reasons that have nothing to do with truth and its pursuit. His must be strictly a pseudo-toleration, defended for strictly utilitarian reasons.

That is why recent, post-modernist total openness to all doctrines, is in fact no toleration at all since it is based only on its denial of the very possibility of error. In fact, it is the denial of the possibility of toleration, i.e., it denies that it is possible to allow opinions even though they might be false, since it denies that anything might be false. So, post-modernist openness is automatically to opinions that are undoubtedly true. This is an empty toleration at best, and implies a definite anti-toleration stance, i.e., the denial of anything that might, per impossibile , turn out to be false.

2.4.5   The myth of Spinoza’s Toleration

Let us look now at Spinoza’s toleration doctrine and try to extract its conceptual basis. The subtitle of TTP declares that it aimed “to show that the freedom of philosophical inquiry may be conceded not only along with holding piety and the peace of the state, but rather that piety and the peace of the state cannot be guarded without it”. This subtitle is repeated in the preface, adding that “This is the main thing that I decided to prove in this tract”. Since the main source of all suppression of all freedom has always been the prevalence of superstition,  and since this was always supported by monarchic regimes and by institutional religion, Spinoza's “proof” took the form of enquiry into the  “main superstitions in matters of religion,[…] and in matters of  the right of the supreme powers” [ or rulers] ( summarum potestatum jus). 

But the only reasoning independent of the usefulness to peace and stability of the state Spinoza ever recruited in defense of the right to free thought is derived from his right-is-power principle. He argued that people had a right to their freedom of thought simply because it is impossible for the ruler to control private thought. Thus the ruler has no right to limit it strictly because he has no power over it. It follows, obviously, that the inalienable nature of the right to freedom of thought was grounded here in the inability of the ruler to observe thoughts, and therefore that had he had such ability, he would have thereby obtained the right to abolish all such freedom.

That means that Spinoza regarded freedom of thought as inalienable only as long as thought is kept unobservable. Had man been created such that everything he thought he at once expressed, Spinoza would have had to conclude that man had no right to free thought. For it is easy to see that Spinoza could not defend the freedom of speech. Since the ruler has the power of preventing and allowing actions, he has the right to do this, and speech is some action. So even though Spinoza did promise that he would prove or show that the various rights of rulers would be better served and “their rule would be better founded if each person would be allowed to think what he wants and say what he thinks” (TTP preface:7 [Hebrew XE "TTP preface\:7 [Hebrew" ] and again  in the title of  its ch.20), he never showed even this modest utilitarian claim. AS WE’LL SOON SEE.

Another essential component of toleration is disinterestedness. We would not call any act tolerant if it turned out that it was done strictly for selfish purposes. But for Spinoza all action is necessarily only and strictly such. Accordingly, all his toleration statements are strictly utilitarian and therefore only pseudo-tolerant. As we saw, all action is necessarily selfish:

D1 : By good I shall understand what we certainly know

       to be useful to us. (E IV D1 XE "E IV D1" )

Since what is useful to us is what fills us with joy, he followed this up with an auxiliary definition about the recognition of good:

Prop 8. The knowledge of good and bad is nothing else than the emotion of    pleasure or pain, in so far as we are conscious of it. (E IV P8 XE "E IV P8" )

However, in its proof he used his conatus doctrine (E III P7 XE "E III P7" ) which said that the conatus to persevere in being “is nothing else than the actual essence of that thing”. He now employed it as having proved that to be useful to us means just to “increase and help our power of acting”, i.e., to help our preservation. So now we have the concatenated  results that the good is the useful and this is the joyful and this is what helps our survival. Moreover, since we want objects not because they are good but, on the contrary, we call them “good” because we want them (E III P9 S XE "E III P9 S" ), the good is whatever we want, and therefore whatever we want is what is useful to us, i.e., conduces to our survival. In short, whatever we do, we do only for our own benefit, and it is logically impossible for us to act for any other reason.
 

Toleration thus became just one of the many means we employ to  aid our private survival. That it is an efficient means is, of course, irrelevant to the issue. The principal consequence is that all reference to toleration in Spinoza's doctrine is actually irrelevant to true toleration. Based as it is on the supreme survival principle, i.e., the conatus doctrine, Spinoza's toleration is a strictly utilitarian concept having nothing to do with either morality or the pursuit of truth and enlightenment. But worse is yet to come.

2.4.6.   1984 –  going one better

Apart from the blunt contradiction of freedom within the rigorous deterministic necessity of Spinoza's world, there is also the puzzling fact that freedom was conceived by him as the autonomy of the individual but then all individuality turned out to be strictly pseudo-individuality since “whatever is, is in God, and nothing can be or be conceived without God” (E I P15 XE "E I P15" ). The actuality of any part of the infinite whole is logically inconceivable in separation for, as we already saw, parts in a whole are mere entia rationis. Thus all alleged separateness is a mere ens rationis and so no two individuals are really separate from each other. Along with individuality goes also freedom as not just physically, but rather logically impossible (inconceivable) in Spinoza's infinite world. At bottom, the reason is that essence is conatus or actuality and nothing else since this is what entails that the individual essence is logically non-isolable or non-separable from its surrounding matrix within which it acts and interacts. The full meaning of the thesis that all parts or individuals are just entia rationis is, now, that all notions of individual freedom are equally entia rationis.
But there is a flip side to this, namely, that to couteract this dead end, Spinoza redefined freedom as action according to essence only ( WHERE?). It now followed, from the identity of essence and actuality, that all action is completely free, i.e., whatever are the external forces interfering with its “internal” forces. Since all forces are mere entia rationis, no distinction is possible between internal and external forces and so all forces get internalized if they interact with the individual. Hence the individual always and necessarily acts only according to his internal essence and so is always and necessarily completely free.
 

But, yet more devastatingly, it is the identity of thought and action that is the real downfall of Spinoza's pseudo-liberalism. For according to this identity, the easiest and most direct way to control thought is indeed to control action. Infinitely more drastic than any behavioristic plan of re-programming a person’s mind by re-shaping his behavior, the identity thesis entails that such behavior-conditioning is, identically, mind- conditioning. Far from being a mere utilitarian advocacy of the freedom of speech, Spinoza's ontology constitutes the perfect basis for all oppressive regimes, be they democratic or tyrannic, for it proves that the ideal, fail-safe, method of controlling the citizens’ minds is the total-behavior control method. Here fail-safe has an absolute sense, since no causal link from behavior to mind is involved, and so nothing can possibly go wrong here: 

Mind=action

2.4.7.   Virtue  Ethics and its natural end

Spinoza's doctrine of the triple identity of will and reason and actuality as entailed by the conatus doctrine is the reason why the ultimate skeptical puzzles– why should I be moral? Why endeavor to become better? Why achieve ends ? – become senseless in his ethics. As we saw (2.3.3 on Will), such dissolution of these difficulties is in fact the indication that Spinoza’s ethics has nothing to do with morality. For since it does not admit the separate reality of the good and worthy and laudable,  it cannot be normative at all, cannot defend some ways of living as morally better than others, and must regard with disdain any method of blaming actions.
 

But Spinoza's ethics was not only actualistic. As is well known, it is also heavily normative and is quite explicit about the nature of virtue and the means of pursuing it. These two features – actualism and the absolutism of virtue – seem to live side-by-side in Spinoza's presentations, without any discord or friction. But can they?

It is clear that actualism, and especially Spinoza's extreme and embarrassingly candid brand, is logically incompatible with any version of absolutism, be it virtue or value absolutism. For once any non-actual, merely potential, entity is allowed as possessing reality, none of the reasoning grounding Spinoz’s ontology survives. Thus, as we saw, the good and evil are not simply but doubly non-real, Spinoza argued, because they reflect mere relations and, moreover, relations to mere ideal  and therefore unreal entities. Once this foundation of Spinoz’s ethical actualism is gone, not only that component of his ethics is gone, but rather his whole ontological infra-structure will collapse, and there wont be any reason to accept that God is nature, that soul is body, and that right is power.

Now, Spinoza’s ethics of virtue is based on two requirements. First, that there is such a thing as freedom within a world of necessities, and second, that there are some ends that are to be preferred. The first is required so as to enable the second, i.e., so as to make sense of the notion of preferring. Given this, the preferred end is singled out as the life of reason, and the theory says that the life of reason is a virtue that any person should prefer and towards which he should navigate his life. When Spinoza presented this end as a virtue, its justification turned out to be in terms of degrees of reality: only the life of reason actualizes the greatest reality of man, and therefore it is the true virtue for man to pursue.

This is, however, inconsistent with the basic tenet of Spinoza's actualism – that actuality is qualitatively homogeneous, since no ideal entities are real. As we saw, he employed this basic tenet in his thesis of perfection – to be perfect is to actualize the essence, but since there is no essence separate from actuality, actuality, whatever it may happen to be, is perfection. Everything is always and necessarily in its perfection, entelecheia, as we already saw (2.3.6), since the idea of imperfection is bound up with counterfactuals, and thus is non-real.  As Bleynbergh  pointed out in his detrimental letters, homogeneity of actuality and full perfection is at once the outcome – there cannot possibly be any point on the career-line of any individual at which it is in its peak or better or worse in actualizing its essence than at any other point. Nor can one whole career-line be better or worse as the actualization of essence than any other career-line, whether of the same species or of another.

So, flatly ignoring his disgust with illusionary entia rationis, as well as contradicting his theses of the perfection and  homogeneity of all actuality, Spinoza went ahead and constructed a model-ethics, i.e., based on a model of the man we should strive to emulate and actualize by our lives. What emerged was as Utopist an ethics as can be, combining such Bacchic features as pursuit of all  pleasures of the body,  with the Aristotelian  God passing his time in the contemplation of himself, i.e, the infinite set of eternal truths. PROOFS
Virtue-ethics is what actualism becomes when its spine finally breaks in spite of its inherent rigidity. Since actuality is strictly homogeneous and therefore necessarily devoid of morality, actualism must accept that either everything we choose to do is virtuous or, to wriggle out of this nihilism, it must avail itself of some extra-mundane help. Spinoza's ethics is tossed between these two walls and it survives total nonsense only because mere violent tossing is powerless to break the spineless. On the one hand  it states that whatever contributes to survival is good, as E IV P39 XE "E IV P39"  says and as E IV P22 C XE "E IV P22 C"  supports, declaring that self- preservation is the “first and only foundation of virtue.” Now, the ”first and only” is foreboding, implying that virtue is just self-preservation, without any regard to either what kind of life is thus preserved or what means are employed to preserve it. On the one hand this clicks well with the thesis that right is power or conatus, but on the other hand Spinoza's model-ethics declared that some forms of self-preservation are better than others for strictly inherent reasons, and so there are other goods, distinct from power, conatus and self-preservation.

Moreover, model-ethics is incompatible with Spinoza’s akrasia theory .According to model-ethics, we form a model of the good man and try to live up to it, so that our actions become teleological in the old popular sense of action directed by a pre-designed target, just the kind of teleology he used to attack. This model-teleology contradicts the assertion of E III P5S XE "E III P5S"  that we call good the things we do rather than that we do what we previous conceive as good. Similarly, only if we have such a model can we behave akratically, i.e., only if the good has some reality separate from our actuality and so can be a target we perceive and aim at but also choose to ignore. Since such a separate reality is exactly what he denied and disdained as a prime prejudice both in the E I App XE "E I App"  and in E IV Pref XE "E IV Pref" .

Model ethics, its most prevailing version, is not only totally arbitrary but, more ominously, it naturally becomes a hero-worship with some earthly hero at its center, and  tyranny as its natural end.

2.4.8.   Spinoza a transcendental Idealist : Transition to Kant

Schopenhaur tells that after Kant destroyed the notion  of speculative theology, 

almost all the philosophers in Germany  went back to Spinoza, so that all the series of failed attempts called post-Kantian philosophy are simply tastelessly reconstructed Spinozism. (Schopenhauer WWRII:644 XE "Schopenhauer WWRII\:644" )

But this is no surprise, and the return to Kant was not the consequence of Kant’s attacks on theology. The real motive was something much more essential shared by Spinoza and Kant, and this was also the reason that both Kant and Schopenhaur called Spinoza “transcendental idealist”, that is, identical to themselves. This shared essence is the thesis of the identity of the world of phenomena to the world of representations and concepts of the subject. For Kant this identity meant that the world of phenomena is thoroughly subjective down to its least detail. But such demand for complete identity meant for him (and here was the real but only distinction from Berkeley’s “hallucinatory idealism”) that the subject actively creates all its representations: the phenomena are not distinguishable into a part which we receive from the external world and another part which we create, but rather the contrary: the phenomena constitute one whole with no part passively given, like the Lockian primary qualities, but rather all of it actively created by the subject, like the Lockian secondary qualities. This is the essence of the “transcendental” which Kant added to “idealism”. Since the proof of this idealism, as it was explained by Kant, was by uncovering the necessary conditions for any experience for us, and  this uncovering by Kant named “transcendental”. Here he proved that the whole system of concepts, within which only experience is possible, is apriori, i.e., not acquired by experience but rather inborn in as our nature. That is, it is only the nature of our sensual faculties that is the origin of the concepts “space” and “time”, and only the nature of our intellectual faculty that is the origin of other concepts vital for experience, such as causality, substance, interaction, and extensive and intensive quantities. 

As a consequence of this proof that experience is impossible without concepts and that these are apriori, Kant concluded that all the world of experience or phenomena is completely subjective, that is, that apart from man there is no space, nor time, nor causality, nor objects, nor links and connections nor quantites. The world of phenomena is identically the world of concepts and representations. This was his idealism. Moreover, this world is constructed, not given, by the active principles of man – this was the transcendental in that idealism.

And then, while preparing during his last ten years his last and “most important” (Forster:XVII) book The Transition from Metaphysics to Physics, Kant wrote:

Spinoza's  transcendental idealism which, taken literally, is transcendent, that is an object without a concept: representing the subjective as objective.(Kant 1993:228 XE "Kant 1993\:228" )

The notion that Spinoza's pantheism is nothing but transcendental idealism (repeatedly appearing in Kant’s drafts, e.g., 242,251,255) may mean, roughly, that Spinoza's God must be conceived as a strictly subjective entity, contrary to the way it is presented by Spinoza  (“literally”)   as objective (“an object without a concept”), and therefore must not be interpreted  as if it were a separate (“trancsendent’)  entity that was proved to exist. Spinoza’s God is a concept and therefore a man-created entity. The reason is that man creates the world, and this world is identically God, and thus man is the creator of the world and God, united into one ”synthetic unity”: 

[God and the world] together in one system, however, and related to each other under one principle, are not substances outside my thought but rather they are the thought through which we ourselves make these objects (through synthetic a priori cognitions from concepts) and, subjectively, are self-creators of the objects of thought. […]

 Three principles: God, the world, and the concept of the subject which unites them and brings synthetic unity into these concepts a priori insofar as reason makes this transcendental unity itself. (Kant 1993:228,229 XE "Kant 1993\:228,229" )  

As to the merely fictitious status of the God whose existence was proved (by Spinoza’s ontological proof) Kant explained in a note he added here:

The question: Is there a God? One cannot prove such an object of thought as substance outside the subject: It is, rather, thought. (Kant 1993: 229 XE "Kant 1993\: 229" )

 Kant’s key idea in such reactions to Spinoza is that exactly because God was represented in his proof as separate from man (“transcendent”) whose existence was proved, it follows that he is nothing but an ens rationis:
The concept of such a being is not that of substance - that is, of a being which exists independent of my thought - but the idea (one’s own creation, thought-object, ens rationis) of a reason which constitutes itself into a thought-object and establishes synthetic a priori propositions according to principles of transcendental philosophy. (Kant 1993:231 XE "Kant 1993\:231" )

 For it is impossible to prove apriori, i.e., from concepts only, the existence of a separate object: Such an apriori proved object is “Ideal”, meaning in Kant’s language, an “idea of reason”. But any “idea” is an ens rationis only. The issue he clarified in the the conclusion:

It is an ideal: There is not and cannot be a question as to whether an object exists, since the concept is transcendent. (Kant 1993:231 XE "Kant 1993\:231" )

Schopenhaur too, yet without knowledge of these thoughts, came to view Spinoza as a “transcendental idealist”, but for a different reason: Spinoza distinguished the world into phenomena and the thing-in-itself. Schopenhaur did not stop to explain that this is merely a necessary but not sufficient condition for idealism, since one element was missing: all the properties and all the objects are only secondary qualities, i.e., the phenomenal world is completely subjective, with no objective remainder:

Spinoza evinces an unmistakable transcendental idealism, namely, a knowledge, although only general, of the truths expounded by Locke and particularly by Kant,  hence a real distinction between the phenomenon and the thing-in-itself, and a recognition that only the phenomenon is accessible to us. (Schopenhauer Parerga I:11 XE "Schopenhauer Parerga I\:11" )

 But Spinoza is also a realist, Schopenhaur argued, since he affirms a perfect fit between things and their representations. In Spinoza, first, there is “identity between extension and its representation” and therefore

we have here in the first place a complete and absolute realism in so far as the existence of things corresponds exactly to their representation in us, since indeed both are one.(Schopenhauer Parerga I:10 XE "Schopenhauer Parerga I\:10" )

This meaning of realism in Schopenhaur could, maybe, clarify why Kant also regarded his own transcendental idealism as realism, and this in the Spinoza context as well. It is clear that if Kant too meant by “realism”  the identity of our representations and the world of objects and their properties, then this “realism” is the central thesis of transcendental idealism. Kant wrote among his notes about Spinoza:

We can know no objects, either in us or as lying outside us, except in so far as we insert in ourselves the actus of cognition, according to certain laws. The spirit of man is Spinoza’s God (so far as the formal element of all sense-objects is concerned) and transcendental idealism is realism in an abslolute sense. (Kant 1993:255 XE "Kant 1993\:255" )

Our cognition of objects is an  activity, actus, contrary to passivity, i.e., it creates these objects and only due to this creation does it know them. Thus the spirit of man is the world-form, i.e., Spinoza’s God (or, the formal principle in our cognition). And since only thus is cognition of objects possible, and only thus can they exist as cognizable by us, this idealism is an ontology of the world and not a mere theory of knowledge. As all ontology, it is a realism. But there is something more yet – for since it is an ontology that tells us how the world and its objects get to exist, and not only that they exist, it is absolute realism, i.e., a realism that creates its objects ex nihilo.

2.5. The Other Spinoza
.

2.5.1 Toleration and the commentators

2.5..2  The Actualist Syndrom: Spinoza on the survival of the soul
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� E.g. Hallett� XE "Hallett" �,1957:9: By “action” Spinoza  “signified the distinction-in-unity of ‘potency’ and its ‘actuality’”. This “distinction-in-unity” is then renamed “potency-in-act” and identified with Spinoza's “divine nature”. This done, it is then stated that what Spinoza conceived by “infinite beings follow in infinite ways from the divine nature” is the “self-actualizing creature potency-in-act”.This new terminology is introduced to replace the old cause-effect, concluding that the potency-in-act that is substance or God or Nature and is absolute, and so it is “actuality or effect”, not potency at all. The old terminology, as employed by Martineau� XE "Martineau" � and Pollock� XE "Pollock" �, say, who dared impute to Spinoza this common causal speech, is declared to be “anachronistic” since “For Spinoza causation is the actualization of potency, not the mere sequence of passive ‘events’{…} Essentially it is not that the cause has the power, but that it is the power, and if that power is absolute its actuality (or effect) is , with it, self existent”. (Hallett, ibid:10) 








� See a detailed survey of the logic of potentialism in Bechler� XE "Bechler" � 1991.


� The use of the term “identity” and its derivatives in these contexts is intentional but must not  be regarded as provocative, since it is thus employed even by Spinoza-platonizers ( e.g. Hallett� XE "Hallett" � 1957:14, about God and the Modes, that  “ontologically they are identical “). So let it be noted that “ontologically” is all that is intend. Of course and trivially, as mere aspects of reality, they are distinct. Spinoza's message was just this, that the distinctness of God from the world is merely aspectual, since in reality they denote one and the same entity.


� We’ll return to the role of intellect in this definition later on, but it should be clear that this wont change anything in the identification of Substance and Attribute.


� Compare Aristotle’s conclusion that "each thing itself (auto hekaston) is one and the same as its essence", (1031b18� XE "1031b18" �) and "their definition (logos) is the same too" (1032a1� XE "1032a1" �), so that "clearly, each primary self-subsistent thing is the same as its essence" (1032a5� XE "1032a5" �). See 1.1.10 above. Since attribute is essence in Spinoza, the outcome is the same.


� That the notion of self-causation is  senseless was argued by Pollock who declared that it “ leaves causation wholly out of account” and implies that the use of the word cause in this sense is really inappropriate” ( 2nd edition,:149). Similarly, Martineau� XE "Martineau" � protested that causa sui is a self-negating concept,see his zzzzz:117-9, 224-5. Hallett� XE "Hallett" �, scorning such “anachronistic” fallacy of attributing to Spinoza a modern conception of causation, argued that for Spinoza causality was just “the actualization of potency” ( 1957:10), which  Hallett identified with “immanent expression” (ibid:110). This fits my suggestion to perfection – Spinoza's concept of causation accommodates self-causation since it is from the start an actualist, non-informationist concept, i.e. causation for him does not necessarily involve the seperateness of cause from effect. Indeed, his paradigm of all explanation is self-explanation, i.e., explaining a thing by itself.


� I guess that had Spinoza lived to learn about the new mathematics of Newton� XE "Newton" � and Leibniz� XE "Leibniz" �, in which an infinite number of parts are indeed summed up to result in a whole, he would have joined forces with its critics in the style of Berkeley. For the calculus destroyed his main defense against the charge that his God consisted of parts.


� This was a strictly actualist thesis, having nothing to do with the unsummable nature of infinity. Thus, the texts in which he argues against the reality of parts of Substance never mention anything against the reality of “whole”.


� Notice this is merely an outline-argument to immunize us against regarding Spinoza’s two Natura concepts as a division into real active-passive departments of the world. Since it is the absolute unity of  God ( or  Substance,  or the World,  or Nature )  that  forbids  any such real division within it, when we come to  Spinoza’s  proof that thought is active, not passive, this must be read so as to be consistent with his explicit statement that even infinite intellect is just an item of the passive world. And one important step in this reading is the realization of the real – beyond the mere rhetoric – sense of the Natura division, of the “immanence” parlance and, along with it, of the notion of causal necessity in Spinoza’s ontology. This causality issue will be treated more fully later on, once the status of universals is established and their possible  causal role clarified.


� Even Wolfson� XE "Wolfson" � could not stand this outcome of his own nominalistic interpretation and declared that Spinoza actually held that God is a whole above and beyond the sum of the particulars, “and having stated this he rested his case” (Wolfson xxx). But, contrary to his standard rigorous manner, Wolfson left this statement dangling, never supported by any reference to any Spinoza text


� E.g. “Substances, or what is the same thing (E I D4� XE "E I D4" �), their Attributes and modification.”  E I P4 Dem� XE "E I P4 Dem" �.


� I.e., since 27-7-1675, when he intended to submit it to the printer, see Ep [68]� XE "Ep [68]" �.


� This fatal conclusion is accepted by most interpreters. Joachim, for example, formulated the difficulty as the question.























(Joachim� XE "Joachim" �:69)


	All these questions are the neo-Hegelian formulations of the question about the possibility that the universal (the “whole”) particularizes of itself and without any accessories into concrete, limited particulars. Determining the logical possibility of such particularization will determine, Joachim� XE "Joachim" � implied, not just the fate of this philosophy but even its very existence or complete destruction. It stands and falls with the solution to this question.


� This implies that it is an error to interpret ( as did Hallett� XE "Hallett" � 1957:16 ) Spinoza's E I P17 S� XE "E I P17 S" � as distinguishing the infinite intellect from human intellect.


� See Bennet� XE "Bennet" �’s rejection of this consequence in his 1996:78


� See Wolfson� XE "Wolfson" �:zzzzz for evidence of this.


�  As we shall see, Kant� XE "Kant" �, Hegel� XE "Hegel" �, and Schopenhauer� XE "Schopenhauer" � chose that reading of Spinoza. It is the intellect that grasps that Substance is nothing else than these Modes which are then seen to be what they really are, i.e., entia rationis.


� See next section for Spinoza’s explicit statement that the notion of substance in itself is meaningless for us.


� This  accords well with Bennet� XE "Bennet" �’s interpretation of space and the bodies in it as its modes, see his 1996:69-72.


� J.Caird was among the cautious supporters of this conclusion. Referring to Ep [12]� XE "Ep [12]" � he wrote that  “the drift of these and other passages which might be quoted is, not simply that modes, or individual finite things, have no existence independent of substance, but that they have no existence at all, save for the faculty which mistakes abstractions for realities.” ( Caird� XE "Caird" � 1902:164) But he was careful to point out that this conclusion conflicted irreconcilably with the  definiteness and positiveness which other passages predicate of individuals ( Caird 1902: 174-5) .


� Thus, Wolfson� XE "Wolfson" � remarked that Spinoza's “in itself” implies strict inconceivability ( 1945:  ).


� See footnote 14 above  (find: Hallett)


� This status of infinite intellect as just one of the objects in the world, one of the elements of natura naturata, will have to be reconciled with its role as the creator of ideas, in spite of the passivity of the realm of natura naturata. Creation of ideas must be seen, rather, as just part of the passive nature of the infinite intellect: It does not create things in the world, only ideas of things in thought. This point will sit better after we’ll get used to see the strictly fictitious sense of this division of natura.


 Care should be exercised not to confuse Spinoza's doctrine of the strict identity of Thought and Extension, according to which any idea is also some extension-fragment, with the notion that this fragment is what the idea denotes. Such confusion leads to the result that there are no non-referring or even no possibly false ideas according to Spinoza.


� E.g., Bennet� XE "Bennet" � : 63 saying that the centrality  of the intellect in these definitions is a “lopsidedness” in Spinoza’s system which “he doesn’t mention, couldn’t explain, and which he shouldn’t have agreed to” [ CHECK ] ).


� See p.33 above


� See section § zzzz


� One would expect Spinoza to say that not all thought Modes are such creations, i.e., that some of them are passive, as when thought “perceives” its objects. In fact, he never does. The most he conceded was that its ideas are part of the causal fabric of the modal world. But he was markedly silent about the causal bond of the actively created ideas, and for a good reason, too: in a world bereft of universals and abstracts, there is no law or causal necessity. So the activity which creates these universals must be prior to and thus  exempt from the causality of the world. Such freedom is, at least, what one must assume in order to explain Spinoza’s theory of truth.


� That this truth is not coherence with other ideas, Spinoza declared explicitly:


  The form of true thought resides, therefore, in this thought itself, irrespective of its relations to other thoughts. (TDI §71� XE "TDI §71" �)


The notion that Spinoza’a internality of truth is coherence  was advocated by some English neo-Idealists e.g.,Harold Joachim� XE "Joachim" � (zzzzzz).  This is another example of the distortion of Spinoza's texts in the service of evading his plain actualism. Hallett� XE "Hallett" �, who had the good sense of averting this error (e.g. 1957:zzz) yet not the strength to stare Spinoza's actualism in the face, had still  to revert to the same Hegelian rhetoric in place of an explanation. 








�  Consequently it is difficult to see sense in suggesting that Spinoza’s theory of the good as survival of life and his other theory of the good as the improvement of the soul are not in conflict because the latter conduces to the eternality and so the survival of the intellect (e.g. Garrett� XE "Garrett" � 1996:291-2)


� This is my preferred reading of  ttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttl


� "Any natural thing whatever can be just as well conceived whether it exists or does not exist" from which he concluded that for natural things "their ideal essence is the same after they have begun to exist as it was before they existed" .


�It is only in the idea of that essence that existence can be excluded from it, but then the idea is a mere abstraction. This was the sense in which Spinoza raised the distinction between essence and its idea – i.e., a particular essence can be conceived, i.e., as an idea, in distinction from its actually, i.e., as merely possible, and so as unreal. So even though “existence is the essence of things apart from God”, nevertheless “in other things [e.g., ideas, Z.B.] essence differs from existence, for the one may be conceived without the other” (CM:122� XE "CM\:122" �).


�  See,as an example, Deleuze� XE "Deleuze" � 1988, which is saturated with this fallacy: -pp.27,25, or Hampshire� XE "Hampshire" � who, though he identifies  conatus with the “actual essence”,  also calls it “the tendency to self-maintenance” (see his 1954:122).  


� Many commentators failed to see this close relation to Aristotle� XE "Aristotle" �’s teleology, e.g. Hampshire� XE "Hampshire" �:148


�. It prefigures many similar formulations, e.g., J.SpinozaMill’s “the desirable is just the desired” ( Utilitarianism:zzz) or  Wittgenstein’s,           ( In Waismann Wittgenstein� XE "Wittgenstein" � and the Vienna Circle :zzz.)


� In the  Ethics it plays a major role e.g. in distinguishing my joy from your joy since our essence  differ – “the essence of one differs from the  essence of the other”  (E III P57 S� XE "E III P57 S" �).


� See Appendix A� XE "Appendix A" �.


� Apart from the many references to the way things “follow from  the necessity of God’s”  nature or essence, which  are references to the necessity of the entailment rather of His essence.


� The best statement of this failure of Spinoza's theory I know was put by John Caird� XE "Caird" � :


The ethical part of Spinoza's philosophy is based on the metaphysical, and partakes of the merits and defects of the latter. A thorough-going pantheism knows nothing of moral distinctions. As it admits of no qualitative difference between finite things, so it admits of no better and worse, higher and lower, in man’s nature. God is not more revealed in what we call the noblest than in the meanest of finite existence. Each is but a mode of the infinite, and none can be more. Nor can there be any part or  element of any individual nature which is more or less divine than another, or by the triumph or subjugation of which that nature can elevate itself to a higher or degenerate to a lower stage of being. In such a system the terms “good” and “evil” must be meaningless, or at most, expressions of facts of the same order with the terms heat and cold, motion and rest, or (in the same sensitive beings) pleasure and pain. Finally, as in such a system the independent existence of finite things is an illusion, and their only distinction from the infinite a distinction which vanishes with the false abstraction which gave it birth, any such notion as that of aspiration, self-devotion, union with God – any such notions as form the basis of the religious life are equally excluded with those of freedom, responsibility, duty, &c., which form the basis of the moral.( J.Caird 1902:222-3)


� The task of defending Spinoza's notion of degrees of reality, may demand more compromises than it is worth. Duff� XE "Duff" � struggles with the task for several pages (51-66), going through the explanation that “the perfection of each object depends upon its place in the whole” (59) which he then identifies with its “actual essence” (63), but then asserts that the object “will be more perfect (sic!) than another, if it displays more qualities or capacities, or capacities of a higher order” (64). But all of this collapses when he raises again the source of the failure – “Is not all reality necessarily the same in kind, differing only in degree?” so that no “higher” and “lower” can hold between the various essences (64). He finally reformulates it as “how can there be a greater and a less, if each object has all the perfection possible to it?” (66 which should have omitted the “to it”) and finds final refuge in the notion that each object expresses God in different degrees of “adequacy”. This is, of course, merely to replace one word with another, both equally denoting features equally impossible in Spinoza's actualistic universe.





� Some argue that Spinoza did not identify power and right but merely held them to be “co-extensive”. Thus Curley� XE "Curley" � wrote that Spinoza “does not identify the two concepts. And if he did, his thesis would  lose interest.” (1996: 322)  Spinoza identified power with virtue and essence, as we saw, and here he added “right”, and it is hard to see why at this point he should flinch and deviate from his method. Just as virtue is power, and  “actual essence” is the actuality of “virtue” and “power”, so is “power” (i.e., “actual essence”)  the actuality of “right”. In a world consisting of  actualities only, these foursome turn out to be inseparable, and this means that they are , exactly as God and nature, or mind and body, will and action, identical to each other. Right and power, virtue and actual essence are “one and the same thing”. As to the thesis “losing interest”, well that is a matter of ontological taste – either all of Spinoza's ontology loses its taste if his political theory does, or neither does, depending on one’s initial preferences as an actualist or a potentialist.  


�Efforts to extricate Spinoza from this stark evil doctrine take two distinctive forms. The most prevalent is plain ignoring. Thus, this problem never makes the pages of  XXXXX………… The alternative approach is to deny Spinoza's declared stand here. Thus, Duff� XE "Duff" � (1903) says it “would seem to follow from what has already been proved regarding the non-moral character of the universe as a whole” that “goodness is no more real than badness and gives to the wicked the same title to exist as it gives to the righteous” (60) but he then answers that “yet, there can be no doubt that Spinoza neither draws this conclusion, nor recognizes its validity” (ibid). To corroborate this, he cites Spinoza's letters 19 and 23, but he never faces this ominous conclusion of the conatus doctrine as Spinoza himself saw it here in TTP 16:12� XE "TTP 16\:12" �.   


� Thus, Hampshire 1951:149� XE "Hampshire 1951\:149" �notes that Spinoza defiantly applies “good and “bad” to all things, and thus irrespective of will and choice, refers to his “hideous hypothesis”, but Hampshire never mentions throughout the book the total-justification implied. And this book was published just six years after the end of WWII and the Nurenberg trials. Hampshire tends to link Spinoza's a-moralism to his determinism, and completely neglects his ontology, although he mentions Spinoza's “nominalism” (116,138). Consequently the total-justification fiasco is lost sight of as just one of curious results of determinism. But this is not the case at all. Total-justification is a consequence of Spinoza's identification of natural right and power and both with actuality. This identification holds irrespective of determinism. Moreover, his determinism is of the actualistic, non-dynamic kind, and so does not imply any forcing and dynamic necessitation, but only this non-dynamic kind of determinism can imply total-justification. The dynamic kind is incompatible with total freedom and choice and so cannot support total justification at all.           


� Repeated in (CM:174) and refrred to in  (E III P39 S). Incidentally, this conclusion nullifies the logical possibility of my acting contrary to my own interests, whether knowingly or unknowingly. The fact of my action is sufficient to entail that it was done in my interests. The notion of akrasia, or of “seeing and approving the better, but following the worse” is a self-contradictory notion within Spinoza's doctrine of good and bad. 


�  Garrett� XE "Garrett" � (1996: 289) points out that “the idea of a perfectly free human being, taken literally, is inconsistent” and even derives a contradiction to illustrate this. But, apart from the queer notion that there is some way of taking the idea other than “literally”, Garrett neglects to see that any degree of freedom is equally inconsistent, and also that the consequent of Spinoza's strict holism is this flip side of complete and automatic freedom.


�The close similarity to Orwell’s NewSpeak is inescapable. Look at what happens to Spinoza's readers:


There is freedom. But what does Spinoza mean by freedom? Freedom is one with necessity. (Jaspers� XE "Jaspers" �:51)





Jaspers did not flinch, and supplemented this by its converse, yet another gem of insight:


where I choose but might act otherwise, I am unfree. (ibid:52)





� This conclusion is sometime regarded as one of the strengths of Spinoz’s ethics, for it repels successfully the skeptic puzzles, e.g., Garrett� XE "Garrett" � 1996:297 who concurs that “ethics merely shows in what that self-preservation consists and what are the most effective means to it,” but fails to see any strangeness in this conception of ethics as a survival-manual. By non-normative I mean, of course, that it is not morally normative. Thus, if it approves some ways of actions as more profitable, this would not count as normative. Curley� XE "Curley" �1996:322 suggested that Spinoza's ethics is normative because it approves actions dictated by reason. But there is nothing ethical about the dictates of reason in itself and, indeed, Spinoza approved of reason only because of its instrumentality, e.g. TTP 16:164� XE "TTP 16\:164" �. 





