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In memory of Thomas Berry (1914–2009),

ecological thinker and activist

and

Raimon Panikkar (1918–2010),

sage, ecosophist, and mentor

May their work serve as a beacon of light

for ecologically endangered and spiritually starved humanity


There is no such thing as a “human community” without the earth and the soil and the air and the water and all the living forms. . . . The large community is the sacred community.

—Thomas Berry

Whatever prompts people to live in harmony with each other and with nature is good, whereas whatever brings discord is bad.

—Spinoza

The foundation for purpose and the striving to realize it is found in nature.

—Dewey

This flesh of my body is shared by the world . . .

. . . they are in a relation of transgression or overlapping.

—Merleau-Ponty

It is true that we are consanguineous with nature. But as humans, we must make ourselves worthy of such a relationship.

—Tu Weiming
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Preface

In December 2009 a large international conference on climate change was held in Copenhagen, Denmark. Among many people around the world, plans for that conference triggered strong hopes, especially the expectation that the lopsided and exploitative relation between humanity and nature would be corrected or at least ameliorated. As we know in retrospect, these hopes were not fulfilled—although the demand for corrective measures is steadily gaining in urgency. As a prelude to the Copenhagen conference, another smaller meeting was held in Aarhus, Denmark, dealing with the issues of climate change, ecology, and human culture. As a forum designed not to produce policy proposals but to stimulate intellectual discussion, the Aarhus meeting catered to academics from a great variety of disciplines—among whom I was fortunate to be included. Participation in that meeting prompted me to focus in a sustained way on the humanity-nature issue—something I had not done before despite the fact that the issue had always been a strong undercurrent in all my writings.

As it seems to me, nature in modern times has tended to be marginalized, colonized, and abused. In the dominant strand of modern Western thought, nature survived only as an exile or resident alien. This is in stark contrast to the situation in premodern and classical times when “nature” often served as a synonym for the comprehensive matrix encompassing all beings. In the course of modernization, this original unity was progressively differentiated and parceled out into separate domains or compartments, into the disjecta membra, or dispersed fragments of wholeness. What is becoming increasingly evident in our time is that this dispersal also involves the steady fragmentation and dismemberment of human life. Hence, the widely felt need for a change of course—a change that can be captured in such mottos as “back to nature” or “letting nature back in” (from its exile). To be sure, such mottos cannot or should not be misconstrued as counseling a lapse into crude “naturalism” neglectful of ethical and spiritual aspirations. Still more important, watchwords of this kind cannot sanction a nostalgic “return” or retreat: a retreat into a holistic “primordialism” antithetical to legitimate differentiation and to the demands of individual freedom. As it seems to me, modernization is the unfolding of potentials for good and ill; but the “ill” cannot be cured by a simple cancellation of evolving potentialities.

The present book stands in a sequence of recent writings in which I have tried to articulate a perspective of “relationism,” or differentiated holism from various angles. In my books In Search of the Good Life (2007) and The Promise of Democracy (2010), the interhuman and intersocietal relation was in the foreground. In the text Integral Pluralism (2010), the intercultural relation was expanded to embrace also the human-divine or secular-spiritual connection. The book presented here rounds out the nexus of relationships by exploring the issue of how to bring nature back into modern and contemporary awareness, not just as a topic of esoteric philosophical discussion, but as a leaven of human reorientation and renewal—intimating a forgotten “pathway to Eden.”

As always, I am greatly indebted to many friends and colleagues. The book is dedicated to the memory of two intellectual guides and mentors: Thomas Berry, who, ahead of almost everybody else, issued the clarion call for “metanoia” and a “return to nature,” and Raimon Panikkar, whose work stressed the triune “cosmotheandric” relation and whose idea of “ecosophy”—combining ecopiety and ecophilosophy—was a steady inspiration as I was writing this book. Among other like-minded colleagues and friends I should single out Hwa Yol Jung, Calvin Schrag, William Connolly, and Tu Weiming. As I should also mention, my relation to nature has been cultivated and deepened over the years by the group of cats sharing our house. They have been steady companions of my family, especially my wife, Ilse—without whom nothing would ever have been written.

South Bend, Indiana
September 2010


Introduction

Letting Nature Back In

One of the urgent issues in our time—perhaps the most urgent—is human survival in the world, in the midst of a nature whose resources are relentlessly exploited and perhaps eventually depleted. During the last hundred years, the issue has been steadily gaining momentum, largely due to the processes of globalization and global industrialization and the incredible advances in technology and engineering. However, the roots of the problem reach much further back, at least as far back as the onset of Western modernity and its attendant separation of “man” and nature. This separation was introduced and thematized by numerous philosopher-scientists, like Galileo and Francis Bacon, but it was articulated most powerfully and cogently in the philosophy of René Descartes (1596–1650), with its stark dualism or opposition between human thought or reason, on the one hand, and external matter or nature, on the other. For Descartes, it was necessary to distinguish sharply between two “substances”—the res cogitans (thinking substance) and the res extensa (extended matter)—with a tenuous bridge only provided by divine providence. This division gave rise to a reciprocal expulsion or alienation: mind or reason was purged of any “naturalistic” premises, while nature itself was demoted from a partner or ally to a detached target of analysis and manipulation. From this time forward, nature was increasingly treated as a mere resource, utensil, or instrument for human and social benefit. In due course this alienation was extended to fellow human beings, who came to be seen as strangers, competitors, and even enemies. In a completely upside-down and misleading manner, this general condition of hostility was described (following Thomas Hobbes) as the “state of nature.”1

More recently, the long-standing attack on nature and its effects has triggered a widespread sense of crisis. As it is rightly felt, if continuing unabated, this attack is threatening to destroy not only an external environment but the human habitat, that is, the very condition of human life on earth. As a result, an insurgency or countermovement has emerged in many parts of the world dedicated to reestablishing a proper balance or (what one may call) a symbiosis between humankind and nature. The first requisite of this “ecological” effort is that the rigid divide between “man” and nature be cancelled in favor of wholeness or a more holistic relationship; differently phrased: the wall of separation has to be breached so that humanity can again enjoy the company of nature, and nature the company of humans. The movement in this direction is nurtured by many different resources and traditions. Some of these resources are religious or spiritual in character; others are literary or poetic.2 All such resources are no doubt helpful and important. However, given that the “man-nature” split was first articulated at the onset of modernity, and especially in the philosophy of Descartes, it seems appropriate also to invoke possible philosophical remedies. After all, a dilemma articulated so forcefully by modern philosophy can hope to find a resolution or settlement only through additional philosophical argument. This, in any case, is the trajectory pursued in the present pages. Traditionally, philosophical inquiry dealing with the natural realm was called “philosophy of nature.” More recently, partly in response to the present ecological crisis, the endeavor has come to be termed “ecophilosophy.” In this sense, the present pages are meant as contributions to ecophilosophy.

As it happens, philosophical resources wrestling with the dilemma are by no means lacking, even and especially in the context of modern Western philosophy. Although overshadowed and even marginalized by the dominant Cartesian (or rationalist-scientific) perspective, modern Western thought is inhabited by a remarkably rich and fertile undercurrent or countercurrent. Gilles Deleuze, in one of his writings, refers to a “counter-history” of Western philosophy (which prominently includes Spinoza, among many others). While seeming to be part of the history of philosophy, he writes, this counterhistory appears to escape it or has another story to tell.3 To be aware of this countercurrent—and probably several such countercurrents—means to be aware that modern Western philosophy is by no means a compact, homogeneous doctrine, but an intellectual inquiry inhabited by consensus and dissensus, by agreement and difference, by multiple trajectories—not all of which are equally recognized in standard philosophy textbooks. Today, under the impact of contemporary experiences, some of the less valued or more marginalized philosophical initiatives need to be retrieved, foregrounded, and freshly interpreted. What emerges from this retrieval is the (perhaps surprising) fact that modern Western philosophy provides powerful resources precisely in the domain of natural philosophy, or “ecophilosophy.” Without being able exhaustively to deal with all the facets of the countercurrent, the objective of the present study is to lift up at least some of its most prominent strands for renewed appreciation.

The first prominent figure considered is Benedict (or Baruch) Spinoza, who occupies the ambivalent position of being both a Cartesian and an anti-Cartesian and thus hovers on the cusp between the dominant rationalist current and its countercurrent. To some extent, Spinoza in our time experiences a kind of revival or even “revivalism”—but a revival sometimes nurtured by very conflicting, or else confused, impulses. Thus, he is often presented as a radical antirationalist, a naive Romanticist, and even a Darwinian “naturalist.”4 As it seems to me, no recovery is possible without a recognition of the Cartesian strand, in all its ambivalence. In this respect I follow Genevieve Lloyd when she writes that Spinoza’s thought “belongs, on the one hand, firmly with the rationalist tradition—with the philosophies of Descartes and Leibniz. . . . Yet his thought also has clear affinities with later attitudes associated with Romanticism.” The difference between modern Cartesianism and Spinoza revolves mainly around the issue of holism versus dualism, of wholeness versus fragmentation. In Lloyd’s words (with which I again agree): “As a self-contained entity, the Cartesian mind forms part of a whole with neither God nor world.” By contrast: “The individuality of the Cartesian self gives way in Spinoza’s philosophy to a way of thinking of the self as part of an interconnected totality—as itself, in a new way, part of nature.” Differently phrased: while “Cartesian selves are ambiguously located between the separate individuality of their substance (res cogitans) and the universality of reason,” Spinoza’s selves “rejoin nature through the individuality of bodies construed as uniquely differentiated parts of nature.”5 To be sure, the different facets of Spinoza’s thought did not immediately concur, but needed time to develop and coalesce. In the present study, the chapter devoted to Spinoza traces this development from some early texts, written in the vicinity of a Mennonite group, to his later and probably most mature work: his Ethics.

The discussion of Spinoza is followed in the same chapter by some comments on two thinkers who were both deeply influenced by him and appreciated much of his work: Leibniz and Hegel. As a rationalist and mathematician, Leibniz shared Spinoza’s ambivalence regarding the Cartesian system. What attracted him chiefly to Spinoza was the celebration of holism, of the vision of a unified cosmos maintaining the partnership among God, nature, and humanity. Where he departed from this vision was regarding the tendential overemphasis on unity vis-à-vis differentiated particularities—a departure that led to the formulation of a complex fabric of individual entities called “monads,” all correlated or coordinated in a “preestablished” (not externally imposed) harmony or symbiosis. In even stronger (perhaps exaggerated) terms, an objection to Spinoza’s holism was voiced by Hegel in his Lectures on the History of Philosophy. In opposition to all those accusing Spinoza of atheism, Hegel saw in the latter’s thought “too much God”—in the sense of a relative deemphasis on distinct individuality. In Lloyd’s words, for Hegel, “Spinoza was not up to the challenge of apprehending oneness without letting difference slip; and the result is that his substance is a static and undifferentiated reality.” Concurring at least in part, Lloyd adds that “individuality does indeed have a paradoxical character in Spinoza’s philosophy” and notes that “Hegel’s reading of him—as the philosopher of the abyss [of oneness]—is not fanciful.” However, Hegel may have overcompensated for this supposed defect by stressing individual selfhood to the point that the broader God-nature nexus slipped away.6

This latter suspected slippage was at the heart of the protest launched by one of Hegel’s friends from his student days: Friedrich Schelling. As it happens, as in the case of Spinoza, contemporary philosophy witnesses a kind of Schelling revival—mainly as an antidote to the one-sided rationalism and anthropocentrism frequently attributed to both Descartes and Kant.7 A main focus of the ongoing revival is on Schelling’s “philosophy of nature,” a perspective he developed between 1796 and 1802. Through intense critical engagement with fellow idealist philosophers (especially Kant and Fichte), Schelling in successive initiatives articulated a metaphysical vision that, in many ways, recuperated Spinoza’s holism, but now on the level of an idealist “identity” of nature and spirit. The chapter on Schelling traces the development of his thought through its successive stages, starting from his Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature (of 1797). In this text, Spinoza’s holistic vision was reformulated as the ultimate concurrence of subject and object, finitude and infinity, on the level of “spirit.” As he explained at the time, spirit necessarily objectifies itself in the world of nature and thereby acquires a dimension of finitude. At the same time, however, spirit retains its infinitely generative and regenerative élan, thus paving the way to the holistic reconciliation of inner and outer, of mind and matter. Going beyond Spinoza (but partly in accord with Leibniz), Schelling saw this reconciliation also as a merger of the universal and particular, of the absolute and contingent. Some of the arguments tentatively sketched in Ideas were fleshed out in greater detail in First Outline for a System of the Philosophy of Nature (1799), where Schelling presented his outlook as a “speculative physics” designed to overcome Cartesian dualisms and to “grasp the absolute unity in the infinite diversity of action.” This text, in turn, was only a prelude to the System of Transcendental Idealism (1800), which postulated a merger of reflective and “naturalistic” perspectives and even a “parallelism” of intellect and nature achieved with the aid of “intellectual intuition.”

As one should note, Schelling was not only an idealist philosopher, but also a strong devotee of poetry and the arts—a quality that made him a mentor and partial participant in the emerging “Romantic movement” of the time. Contrary to a widespread misconception, that movement was not only literary and emotive in character, but maintained a strong connection with German idealist philosophy. At least during the early phase of the movement, many prominent Romantics wrote philosophical treatises—often inspired by Schelling—as well as novels and lyrical poetry. It was only during the later stages that the symbiosis between philosophical idealism and Romantic sentiment became strained; at that point, the initial union of spirit and nature, of intellect and world, tended progressively to give way to private subjectivism and inward retreat (from the world). The chapter on Romanticism concentrates on those phases when sentiment still paid tribute to idealist thought and also to the linkage of art and nature. The first section focuses on the early German Romantic movement, turning attention especially to the writings of Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis, and Hölderlin—showing that, at least in Schlegel’s case, Schelling’s “identity” system was transformed into a philosophy of yearning and infinite approximation. A similar outlook is found in early English Romanticism as represented by the works of Wordsworth and Coleridge—both strongly influenced by idealist philosophy. While Wordsworth (in his famous “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads) placed the emphasis on unspoiled natural sentiments, Coleridge (in his Biographia Literaria) gave to these sentiments a more transformative or “transcendental” cast. The concluding part of the chapter deals with “New England Transcendentalism,” whose very name testifies to the legacy of spiritual-idealist (and perhaps Neoplatonic) teachings in America. The discussion here examines Emerson’s famous essay “Nature” (1836)—with its vision of cosmic unity and its celebration of a (Schelling-style) parallelism of spirit and nature—and concludes with a review of Thoreau’s Walden (1858) and its dominant accent on solitary life.

Thoreau’s stress on individual solitude was still tamed and mitigated by his holistic conception of nature (and also by his intermittent engagement in social reform). In the later part of the nineteenth century, however, this balanced conception was increasingly challenged and eroded by the advances of the Industrial Revolution and the “rugged individualism” of the emerging capitalist market. As a result of these and related developments, dissatisfaction with Romantic retreat grew among many intellectuals who insisted on a more determined “holism” and especially on the need to reconnect mind with world and nature and hence to supplement individual self-cultivation with “progressive” social reform. There was another strand in this dissatisfaction, namely, the realization of a persistent dualism not properly attacked in the past: the dualism between a static infinity (or transcendence) and the random flux of phenomena. To overcome this polarity, it was necessary to reconceive nature and the world of phenomena as a temporal “process,” as the ongoing unfolding of potentialities. Both the emphasis on “process” and the concern with social reform were the hallmarks of American pragmatism as represented by the work of Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and John Dewey. Mainly because of his extensive comments on nature and society, the chapter on pragmatism focuses on Dewey’s evolving thought. It is precisely in Dewey’s case that the linkage with German idealism can still be clearly detected—not with Kant or Fichte, but with Hegel. The first section of the chapter deals with the development of Dewey’s philosophical position, tracing his movement from an initial Hegelianism to a postidealist pragmatism. In part, this movement was due to his encounter with Charles Darwin—which is the topic of the following section. The chapter is rounded out by a detailed review of Dewey’s famous “Paul Carus Lectures” (of 1925), published under the title Experience and Nature.

At the time when pragmatism was beginning to recede in America—due to a number of factors (including the return of “pure” theory in the form of conceptual analysis)—an intellectual current arose in Europe that in many ways resembled its American precursor: the current of phenomenology and existentialism. What primarily linked pragmatism with its European counterpart was the disillusionment with traditional philosophical systems and abstract theorizing coupled with a turn to human practice or (what Dewey called) lived “experience.” Initially, it is true, the traditional privilege granted to “theory” (in the sense of a detached overview) persisted in the accent of early phenomenology on the inspection of phenomena from the vantage of pure consciousness. Once the accent shifted, however, from aloof inspection to a closer engagement with the world—giving rise to “existential” phenomenology—the parallel with the American precursor came more clearly into view. Nowhere are this shift and this affinity more evident than in the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who collaborated with Jean-Paul Sartre in the French resistance movement. The chapter on Merleau-Ponty follows the development of his thought through three main stages of philosophical articulation. In the first phase—represented by The Structure of Behavior (1942) and The Phenomenology of Perception (1945)—the philosopher sought to chart his way from transcendental reflection to a more dynamic phenomenology of the “life-world”; in the course of this journey, he discovered the uncanny status of “nature”: its refusal to be captured both as a product of mind and as an external physical occurrence. The second phase—marked by a number of prominent essay collections—continues this journey with a steadily deepening insight into the complexity of the lived world. It is in the last phase of his short life that Merleau-Ponty’s thought reaches its full maturity: especially in a series of lecture courses on “Nature” offered at the Collège de France and in the posthumously published The Visible and the Invisible, with its provocative notions of a “flesh of the world” and a generalized “aesthesiology.”

Next to Merleau-Ponty’s oeuvre, the depth and fertility of existential phenomenology and ontology are revealed in the work of his great German contemporary: Martin Heidegger. Like the French thinker, Heidegger also made the journey from transcendental reflection—represented by Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological idealism—toward a stronger engagement with existential situatedness, an engagement that is at the heart of his definition of human existence (Dasein) as “being-in-the-world.” Still, despite this explicit focus on worldliness, Heidegger’s approach to the topic of “nature” was more halting than that of his French colleague. Especially during the early period of his intellectual development—the phase culminating in Being and Time (1927)—nature tended to be seen as a set of phenomena directly available to human experience, as targets either of theoretical cognition (Vorhandenheit) or pragmatic utility (“equipment,” Zuhandenheit). What was not, or only dimly, perceived at the time was how nature could itself be a constitutive premise of human experience. A major breakthrough in this respect occurred about a decade later, first in Heidegger’s lectures on Schelling and then in his detailed analysis of Aristotle’s concept of “nature” (physis). World War II and its dislocations delayed the further development of these insights. It is only in some of his later writings that the status of nature can be more clearly glimpsed; this is true especially of his recuperation of pre-Socratic teachings (with their vision of a primordial holism) and his exegesis of Hölderlin’s poetry. The chapter on Heidegger traces this progressive maturation in three steps: first, by examining salient passages in Being and Time; next, by turning to the writings on Schelling and Aristotle; and finally, by pondering later texts on Parmenides and on the status and meaning of poetry (seen as a gateway to a more primordial thinking, or Andenken).

All the thinkers discussed above—together with a number of others not mentioned (like Giambattista Vico, Herder, and Nietzsche)—form part of what Deleuze has called the “counter-history” or countercurrent of modern Western philosophy. What they all share in common is the striving to overcome traditional dualisms or bifurcations in favor of a renewal of wholeness or connectedness (not neglectful of relevant differences). There is another, still more far-reaching dimension of this antidualist striving: namely, the endeavor to bridge the ancient divide between (what is loosely called) the “East” and the “West.” As it happens, several members of the Western countercurrent were more or less keenly aware of the affinity of their endeavor with teachings commonly associated with Asian philosophical and religious traditions. The concluding chapter dealing with Asian thought highlights the holistic strand in these traditions, a strand not only eluding the mind-matter (or subject-object) bifurcation but also transgressing the theory-praxis hiatus in favor of an accent on ethical life conduct in accordance with the “way” (dharma or tao). In the case of classical Indian thought, the emphasis on wholeness is manifest in the Uphanishadic celebration of brahman as the unifying force of life—a celebration finding mature expression in the postclassical philosophy of “nondualism” (Advaita Vedanta) yoking together human life, the natural cosmos, and the divine. In the Buddhist tradition, a similar outlook (despite subtle modifications) is manifest in the nondualist conception of being and nonbeing (sunyata), in the stress on universal interconnectedness (pratitya samutpada), and in the accent on liberating practice along the “noble eightfold path.” In traditional Chinese thought, ethical life conduct is seen as embedded in a complex web of relationships, a web that ultimately links all things and beings under the aegis of a holistic tao expressed in the formula “all-under-heaven” (tien-shia).8

The appendices seek to round out the book’s overall argument by adding some supplementary features and considerations relevant to its theme. The first pays tribute to one of the leading pioneers of the contemporary ecological movement, Thomas Berry, who passed away in 2009 at the age of ninety-four. As the essay tries to show, Berry in an admirable fashion combined a deeply spiritual “ecopiety”—celebrating nature as a “sacred liturgy”—with an astute and clear-minded “ecophilosophy” (inspired in part by Teilhard de Chardin). The second offers reflections on humanism or “human nature” presented from the angle of what has come to be known as “philosophical anthropology.” Akin in many ways to the goal of ecophilosophy, philosophical anthropology seeks to transgress the mind-matter or spirit-nature hiatus by situating the locus of human beings in a complex and holistic network of relationships, a network described by Raimon Panikkar as the “cosmotheandric” nexus. The essay first discusses some of the leading proponents of philosophical anthropology in the twentieth century, highlighting especially the work of Max Scheler and Helmuth Plessner. In the next step, attention is shifted to certain “antihumanist” tendencies during the later part of the century, tendencies associated with facets of “postmodernism.” The concluding section turns to the still more recent resurgence of philosophical anthropology, a resurgence paving the way to a “chastened humanism” on the far side of both anthropocentrism and antihumanism. In a way, this return links up with Heidegger’s postulate of an “other” humanism, as well as with recent developments in biology and neuroscience.9


1

Nature and Divine Substance

Spinoza

Among modern philosophers, no one has honored nature more than Baruch (or Benedict) Spinoza by linking and even fusing nature with the divine. To be sure, his famous formula “deus sive natura” (God or else nature) can easily be misunderstood. The formula does not propose a crude “naturalism,” which would reduce nature to physical processes analyzed by science; rather, the opposite is the case: physical processes are integrated as mere emblems into an all-embracing divine order. To this extent, the formula is indicative of Spinoza’s position as a whole: his location at the cusp between traditional speculative metaphysics and modern natural science wedded to rational analysis. From traditional ontology he inherited the conception of a unified cosmos and also some key categories like “substance” and “attributes.” At the same time, he realized that the traditional worldview—having shrunk into rigid, barely intelligible dogma—could no longer be maintained in the old way; hence, new inquiries and new formulations were needed to make sense of the world. In venturing into these new inquiries, Spinoza followed Descartes and a host of modern rationalists and natural scientists; yet he also departed from or went beyond Descartes by seeking to remedy the fissures or splits to which modern reason gives rise: the splits between thought and action, between self and other, between reason and faith, and between God and nature. This striving renders baffling his thought today, like that of many of his contemporaries. In the words of Merleau-Ponty: the “rationalism” of that period “seems full of myths to us: the myth of laws of nature vaguely situated between norms and facts . . . and the myth of scientific explanation, as if [it] could one day transform the very existence of the world into an analytic and self-evident proposition.”1

Spinoza’s life was brief (1632–1677), but surrounded by a host of dramatic events and developments—in the midst of which he was able to maintain an extraordinary calmness and serenity. In the account of Lewis Feuer, Spinoza’s thought was forged or honed in a time of crisis, war, and revolution: it was the time of “Cromwell, the Thirty Years’ War, the Levellers, the Quakers, the Catholic Inquisition in Spain”; but it was also the time of a budding liberalism and civic republicanism that flourished especially in his native Holland. As a young man, Spinoza was deeply attracted to the new republican and revolutionary ideas, which provided an antidote to prevailing forms of domination based on wealth, power, or religious privilege. In a way, the ideas promised a return to social and even cosmic unity or solidarity—a return no longer premised on a hierarchical “chain of being,” but rather on civic equality, toleration, and public engagement. As Feuer points out, in addition to religious motivations, these sympathies were fostered by several factors. First, one of Spinoza’s favorite teachers was Francis van den Ende, who, apart from teaching him Latin, also imbued him with radical political sentiments (which later brought that teacher to grief). Another factor was his close association with Mennonites and Quakers, especially with a group of Collegiant-Mennonites located in Rijnsburg near Leiden. Finally, there was his attachment to the liberal republican movement led by John de Witt, who was a critic of both royalists and the ruling Calvinist party with its theocratic pretensions. Feuer divides Spinoza’s intellectual development into three stages: leading from a religious and social utopianism to a mature republicanism and finally to a resigned realism (after the killing of de Witt in 1672).2 Given the different focus of the present pages—on nature rather than politics per se—I shall proceed somewhat differently, examining first some writings penned in a Mennonite context and then one of his major texts, the Ethics, completed in The Hague around 1675.

The Improvement of Understanding

Following his expulsion from the Jewish community in Amsterdam in 1656, Spinoza moved to Rijnsburg near Leiden, where he lived in the vicinity of a pious Mennonite community. By all accounts, that Mennonite group was quite unusual: religiously traditional, while intellectually very progressive. In Feuer’s terms, they were wont to employ “Cartesian language” in order to convey their aspiration of a “mystical union with God.” They were also socially “communal,” or cooperative, and opposed to the aggressive competitiveness of the emerging market economy.3 In these quiet and peaceful surroundings, Spinoza was able to recover from the Amsterdam drama, to collect his thoughts, and to embark on his chosen path of philosophical reflection. His first objective was to find a reliable and suitable pathway for his thinking, removed from the rampant prejudices and heated ideological posturings of his time. In 1637, René Descartes had published his famous Discourse on Method, which was intensely studied by Spinoza and his friends. (The latter may also have been familiar with Descartes’s Rules for the Direction of the Mind, written around 1628 but not published, and perhaps also with his Meditations on First Philosophy of 1641). Thus, after having settled into his new environment, Spinoza around 1662 decided to write down his own methodical “rules” under the title Treatise on the Improvement of the Understanding (Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione).

The treatise was clearly Cartesian in inspiration, especially in its search for mental or intellectual clarity; however, from the outset there was also a departure from the Cartesian model. Together with Descartes, the treatise sought to delineate a firm pathway toward philosophical truth; yet this pathway was from the beginning embedded in a more encompassing agenda: the search for the “good life,” or the proper ethical way to conduct one’s life. In this manner, the quest for truth was intimately linked with the quest for goodness, or theory with practice—thereby revealing Spinoza as a “pragmatist” avant la lettre. The opening paragraphs of the treatise disclose an intense yearning for genuine goodness and a deep discomfort or chagrin over the many false idols misleading human lives. Spinoza declared that after having suffered many troubling ordeals, “I at last resolved to inquire whether there exists and can be found some true good by which alone, to the exclusion of all the rest, the self would be guided and through which, once I had found and understood it, I could enjoy forever continuous and supreme happiness.” As one can see, the author speaking here is not so much a Cartesian as an Aristotelian, and the supreme goal aspired to is the classical idea of happiness, eudaimonia, or blessedness. The chief false goods or idols misleading human conduct, in Spinoza’s text, are economic wealth, public fame or power, and sensual pleasure. “As the actions of men testify,” he writes, “wealth, fame, and pleasure are usually regarded as the highest goods. By these three, the mind is so much distracted that it can hardly think of any other good”—or even think at all. Since these goods were the idols almost universally worshipped in his native Holland, Spinoza was faced with a stark alternative: “I realized that if supreme happiness lay in fame and wealth [and pleasure], I was bound to miss it by turning elsewhere. But I also knew that I would equally miss it if I pursued fame and wealth, while supreme happiness did not lie in them.”4

Spinoza’s text is at pains to explicate the defects or disadvantages associated with the mentioned idols. Regarding sensual pleasure, its enjoyment can be so intense or overwhelming—he observes—that it obstructs all other activities and especially intellectual inquiries. Moreover, its satisfaction is often and even habitually followed by “extreme melancholy”—which tends to “distract and dull” the mind. On the other hand, pursuit of wealth or public glory has a built-in momentum that can never be really satisfied. Basically, their pursuit is not usually followed by “remorse,” as in the case of sensual desire. Rather, “the more we possess of fame and wealth, the greater . . . is our desire to increase them”; but frustration of that desire, which is likely to happen, “plunges us into despair.” The upshot for Spinoza is that, in the case of the cited idols, satisfaction of enjoyment depends entirely on finite things or phenomena, which are perishable, rather than being nurtured or oriented to the infinite source or wellspring of all things and phenomena. This source is infinite being itself, which is also the ground of finite beings. In Spinoza’s words: “It is the love of perishable things which causes the misfortunes previously mentioned. But love of an eternal and infinite thing nourishes the mind with pure happiness and is free from sorrow; hence, it is most desirable and to be sought with all our strength.” This does not mean that finite or external goods are to be entirely shunned; they have their place in human life, provided they are kept in a subordinate place: “I came to realize that to pursue money, sensual pleasure or glory is harmful only when they are pursued for their own sake and not as a means to other things.”5

Having indicated what sorts of goods should not be pursued “for their own sake,” the text proceeds to elaborate on that infinite being that does deserve to be cherished for its own sake and not as a means to other ends. Spinoza calls this end the “true good” or the “supreme good.” Since in this world all things are related and in this sense “relative” to each other, the ultimate good sought cannot be one of the relative things, but must be found in insight into the whole relational character of the world—which is nothing else but the divinely instituted order of “nature.” Every pathway that facilitates progress toward this end can be seen as a relative good in the service of the higher goal. The supreme good, from this angle, is basically the happiness achieved through insight into the order of nature and practical life-conduct in accordance with this insight. Spinoza at this point describes the highest good in strongly holistic terms: as “the knowledge of the union of the mind with the whole of nature.” As a holistic good, this union cannot be achieved by some individuals in isolation from, or to the exclusion of, other human beings. At this point, the sociable or cooperative character of the entire quest comes to the fore. “My pursuit of happiness,” we read, “is not complete without the endeavor to have many others achieve the same level of reasoning as myself, so that their reason and desire be fully cooperative with my own.” Spinoza in this connection even sketches the contours of a social or political vision congruent with the achievement of the supreme good: “We must establish the sort of society which will enable the greatest number of people to achieve the goal in peace and without undue difficulty.” This, he adds (in good pragmatist fashion), “will require the study of moral philosophy as well as the theory of education.”6

Having established that the pursuit of the supreme good is both a theoretical and a practical endeavor, Spinoza devotes the remainder of his treatise mainly to the cognitive-theoretical side, that is, the “improvement” of mind or intellect—which can only be accomplished through adherence to the right epistemic method or methodology. This part of the treatise—devoted to the conception of “clear and distinct ideas”—is couched largely in Cartesian terms (which is why I abbreviate the account for present purposes). Spinoza initially differentiates among four modes of cognition or knowledge acquisition: namely, cognition through hearsay, through unexamined sense experience, through loose inference, and through comprehension of the “essential” character of a substance or thing. While making some room for the role of inference, the treatise clearly gives preference to the last type, because only this mode of cognition “grasps adequately the essence of things without the risk of error.” In order to attain this grasp, one must first of all distinguish between the “idea” or true rational concept of a thing and its instantiation in particular objects. For Spinoza (following Descartes), it is manifest that “certainty consists in nothing but the idea itself, that is, in the way we experience an actual essence”; this has as a corollary that “nobody can know what is the highest certainty unless he has adequate ideas of things.” The method for gaining access to true ideas is the “model of systematic thinking and reflection,” which is nothing else but “knowledge reflecting upon itself.” This method should enable us “to distinguish true [i.e., clear and distinct] ideas from all other ideas,” to develop “rules” for the improvement of the mind, and to set up a procedure of inquiry. The highest idea is the concept of an infinite, divine being that encompasses all of nature: “The first principle is a single and infinite being. It is the totality of being(s), outside of which there is nothing.”7

God and Human Beings

Having discussed the path to true knowledge and real happiness, the task is now to explore the character of that highest and infinite being that is the target of all cognitive and practical striving. While still living in Rijnsburg, Spinoza composed a text on this topic that, in retrospect, appears as a prelude to or sketch for his later Ethics: his Short Treatise on God, Man and His Well-Being (Tractatus de Deo et Homine). What he endeavors to demonstrate in this treatise is first, that there is only one infinite and all-embracing “substance,” which we commonly call “God” (or else nature); and second, that this substance is endowed with a number of infinite “attributes” of which we can know perfectly only two: namely, bodily or spatial “extension” and mind or “thought.” By postulating the oneness or unity of the ultimate substance, the treatise undercuts the Cartesian mind-body dualism, which is found to be neglectful of the underlying primordial matrix. By treating extension and thought, however, as infinite attributes, the text in a way validates or makes room again for the Cartesian distinction. Another important distinction introduced in the text is that between “natura naturans” and “natura naturata,” where the former is seen as the creative or active spirit of God/nature, whereas the latter represents finite things or phenomena viewed as receptacles or depositories of this spirit. Expressed in different (more contemporary) vocabulary, the distinction adumbrates the relation between primordial, ontological “Being” and its reflection in “ontic” beings or elements. (As can readily be seen: what is missing in the treatise—as also in the later Ethics—is the aspect of “temporality,” which is usually associated with the recent formulation.) Spinoza’s argument in the treatise starts out in a resolutely Cartesian—or else neo-Scholastic—manner: “Whatever we clearly and distinctly know as belonging to the nature of a thing, we can also truly affirm about that thing. Now [by virtue of our reason] we can know clearly and distinctly that existence belongs to the nature or essence of God.” The essence of a thing, however, is “from all eternity” and “unto all eternity shall remain immutable.” Hence, “the existence and essence of God are the same.”8

Here, one may wonder how human reason can have access to, and claim apodictic “knowledge” of, an ultimate substance like God/nature, whose “infinite” character seems to hover forever as an inexhaustible horizon at the border of thought. Leaving this worry aside, the subsequent argument of the treatise is stunning in its rational lucidity—or else its display of what one may call “faithful reasoning” (fides quaerens intellectum). From the thesis of the coincidence of essence and existence in God, Spinoza proceeds to the level of the “attributes” of which every one is said to be “infinitely perfect in its kind.” Giving some due to the infinite character of God, he acknowledges that his attributes are likewise infinite and that “those which are known to us” are only two: namely, “thought and extension.” These attributes are said to inhere in the substance of God/nature and in this sense are neither perishable nor finitely divisible; to the extent that we encounter “particulars” or separate elements, the latter are not attributes, but only phenomenal “modes”: “As regards the parts of nature, we maintain that division . . . never takes place in substance, but always only in the ‘mode’ of substance.” What emerges from these comments is a picture of an original unity of God/nature whose dispersal into separate modalities remains closely integrated into the primordial wholeness. In Spinoza’s words: “Nature is a being of which all attributes are predicated, and this being so, it cannot be lacking anything wherewith to produce all that there is to be produced.” What, in turn, follows from this premise is that “all other things can by no means exist, or be understood, apart from or outside Him,” that is, God/nature. Another way of formulating this proposition is to say that “God is the cause [or better: the ground or undergirding matrix] of all things.”9

Once God/nature is seen as the “cause” or grounding of all things in the world, the question arises how it is still possible to differentiate between the cause and the caused, or between the grounding Being and the grounded beings. It is at this point that Spinoza introduces again the distinction between natura naturans and natura naturata. As he says: “We shall divide the whole of nature” into these two dimensions (which, of course, is not a real or substantive division, but only an analytical one). By natura naturans is meant “a being that we conceive clearly and distinctly through itself,” that is, God/nature. On the other hand, natura naturata manifests itself on a general/universal and a special/particular level. The general level “consists of all the attributes which depend immediately on God,” whereas the particular “consists of all the distinct, particular things which are produced in terms of ‘modes.’ ” As is clear from the preceding, the general concept of natura naturata comprises the two basic attributes, namely, extension and thought, or else “motion in matter” and “understanding in the thinking thing” (res cogitans). As an attribute, motion or extension is such “that it has been from all eternity and to all eternity will remain immutable” and hence “is infinite in its kind.” The same can be said of thought or understanding. The central question of the remainder of the treatise is how “man” or human being is properly related to, or can find fulfillment in, God/nature. For Spinoza, “man” is not a substance, but only participates in the general attributes of motion and thought on the level of particular modes: “All that he has of thought are only ‘modes’ of the attribute ‘thought’ which we have attributed to God; and again, all that he has of form, motion, and other things, are likewise ‘modes’ of the other attribute which we have predicated of God.” The clear upshot is that Spinoza’s perspective is neither anthropocentric nor crudely “naturalistic” or materialistic, but rather theocentric or God/nature-centric, and never allows finite things to drift too far from this center.10

The connection of human beings with their world and ultimately with the God/nature center is nurtured by certain inner dispositions or mental states—of which (in accordance with his earlier formula) Spinoza distinguishes mainly four: hearsay opinion, unexamined experience, inferential belief, and true knowledge. The first two of those dispositions are oriented toward purely transient things and result in confused attachments. Inferential belief places us on the way but does not reach the goal or God/nature center—to which only clear and distinct knowledge can attain. All the mentioned dispositions are modes of passion, desire, or love; but there is a clear ascending scale of perfection among passions corresponding to the level of the targets of desire. “For,” Spinoza states, “we have said that love is a union with an object which our understanding judges to be good and glorious; and by this we mean such a union whereby both lover and the beloved become one and the same thing or together constitute one whole.” Now, if the love or desire is oriented toward transient and worthless goods, the desiring being must remain “wretched” and frustrated; and there are even degrees of wretchedness: “If those who desire transient things that have a measure of reality in them are so wretched, how wretched must those be who love honor, riches, or sensual pleasures which have no reality whatsoever!” Hence, in order to find true happiness, it is imperative that love be directed toward a good that is perennially lovable or worthy of love. In terms of the treatise, if we seek to know truly the imperishable good, only genuine love can guide us. For “true love results always from the knowledge that the thing loved is glorious and good. What else can follow but that it can be lavished upon nothing more ardently than upon the Lord our God? For He alone is glorious and perfectly good.”11

At this point, a quandary emerges precisely with regard to the central God/nature formula (deus sive natura). The phrase brings together two aspects that seem to be in tension, if not conflict, with each other. If the accent is placed on nature, we appear to be confronted with a vast network of forces, an anonymous fabric of attributes and modes that entirely lack the quality of personhood. This feature is reinforced if the network is expressed in mathematical-logical formulas, that is, styled as a universal algorithm. In that case, how can nature also be apprehended as God, and in particular, how can Spinoza address it as “the Lord our God” who alone is “perfectly good” and deserving of our deepest love? Is it possible to love and worship an impersonal algorithm? On the other hand, if the accent is placed on a personal deity capable of receiving love, how can the latter be squared with the assumption of a network of anonymous forces inhabiting the cosmos? As it appears at this point, the God/nature formula privileges identity over difference, or universal-unitary substance over differential “entwinement.” At the same time, the formula tends to bypass the issue of the personal versus the impersonal character of the divine (what traditional Indian philosophy calls the saguna and nirguna aspects), as well as the issue of a possibly evolutionary or else dialectical sequence of the nature/divine constellation. The quandary involved in the notion of a substance identical with itself surfaces clearly toward the end of the treatise, in a section dealing with God’s love for human beings. Relying on self-identity, Spinoza rejects this notion: “We have said that to God no modes of thought can be ascribed except those which are in His creatures; therefore, it cannot be said that God loves mankind, much less that He should love them because they love Him.” He adds: “Properly speaking, there can be in Him no love for something else; since all form only one thing which is God Himself.”12

Ethics

As previously indicated, the treatise on God was only a sketch for or a prelude to a major philosophical text Spinoza was working on after his relocation to The Hague in 1663: his Ethics (Ethica Ordine Geometrico Demonstrata). As the title indicates, the study was an ambitious undertaking aiming to demonstrate basic ethical principles deductively or in the (then popular) “geometrical method.” In fact, the undertaking was so ambitious that it took the author more than a decade to finish—a decade marked by numerous political upheavals and also by the demands placed on him by other philosophical writings (dealing with theological and political topics). In many respects, even more than his other writings, the Ethics can be considered Spinoza’s chef d’oeuvre because of its detailed exposition of the God/nature metaphysics and its implications for practical human conduct. The basic premises and axioms of that metaphysics are presented in the first part of the text, titled “Concerning God.” In conformity with his earlier writings, Spinoza defines the ultimate substance again as “self-caused,” that is, as a substance in which “essence involves existence” and whose very nature is “only conceivable as existent.” Closely connected with substance are the (by now familiar) terms attribute and mode, where the former means a quality “which the intellect perceives as constituting the essence of substance,” and the latter refers to “modifications of substance” or aspects “which exist in something other than themselves.” The upshot is that God is “an absolutely infinite being,” that is, “a substance consisting in infinite attributes of which each is eternal and essentially infinite.”13

Even more strongly than before, Spinoza insists on the unity or holistic character of the ultimate substance. As he states in a particularly lapidary proposition, “Besides God no substance can be granted or conceived”—which implies as a corollary that “God is one,” meaning that “there is but one substance in the universe which is absolutely infinite.” The two dimensions stipulated in Cartesian philosophy (res cogitans and res extensa) are nothing but “attributes of God” or else affections or accidents of such attributes. Closely aligned with these statements are the propositions that “whatsoever is, is in God, and without God nothing can be or be conceived” and that “God and all the attributes of God are eternal.” This unitary or holistic conception applies to the entire universe and all distinct beings, because “all things are conditioned to exist and operate in their particular manner by the necessity of the divine nature.” In this context, Spinoza again introduces the difference between natura naturans and natura naturata, calling the first an “active” and the second a “passive” perspective. From what has been said, he notes, it should be sufficiently clear that “by nature viewed as active we should understand that which exists in itself and is conceived through itself or through those attributes of substance which express eternal and infinite essence.” On the other hand, “by nature as passive I understand all that which follows necessarily from the nature of God or of any of the attributes of God, that is, all the modes of the attributes of God which can neither exist nor be conceived without God.” As before, the two divine attributes that are accessible to human understanding are extension and thought—which are the topics of the second part of the text. As we learn there, human beings have a body and are capable of thinking. However, in both respects they merely participate in the divine attributes, which are eternal. For, we read: “Thought is an attribute of God, or God is a thinking being”; and “Extension is an attribute of God, or God is an extended being.”14

Rather than pursuing further these metaphysical reflections, I want to turn in the present context to their practical-ethical implications—implications that are spelled out in the remaining parts of the text under the headings of “emotions” and “human freedom.” In a slight modification of the distinction between natura naturans and natura naturata, Spinoza detects in human beings both active and passive dispositions that, in turn, give rise to human emotions. “By emotion,” he says, “I mean the modifications of the body whereby the active power of the said body is either increased or diminished, and also the ideas of such modifications.” Our ideas are reflections of the modifications of the body; hence, “our mind is in certain cases active and in other cases passive. Insofar as it has inadequate ideas, it is necessarily passive” (which means its power is diminished). The most adequate and active disposition in human beings is the endeavor of self-preservation—which follows from the human participation in the ultimate substance, or the God/nature matrix: “Everything insofar as it is in itself, endeavors to persist in its own being,” which means that it expresses “in a given determinate manner the power of God.” Given the inherence in the divine substance, the desire to persist in being “involves not finite but indefinite time.” Given the rejection of the Cartesian mind-body dualism, preservation in time for Spinoza involves both a physical and a mental disposition: “Whatsoever increases or diminishes, helps or hinders the active power of our body, the idea thereof also increases or diminishes, helps or hinders the power of thought in our mind.” The two emotions most likely to increase or else diminish the active direction of human life, in Spinoza’s text, are pleasure and pain, attraction and repulsion, love and hatred: “We endeavor to bring about whatsoever we conceive to be conducive to pleasure; but we endeavor to remove or destroy whatsoever we conceive to be truly repugnant thereto or conducive to pain.”15

What needs to be remembered, however, is that Spinoza’s text offers not only an empirical description of emotions but also their normative-ethical assessment. What may mislead observers in this context are passages like the following: “The knowledge of good and evil is nothing else but the emotions of pleasure and pain” or “We call a thing good or evil when it is of service or the reverse in preserving our being.” What tends to be forgotten, however, is that to “preserve our being” means precisely to preserve our embeddedness in the divine essence—which, in turn, presupposes an insight into, or understanding of, our place in the God/nature matrix. This is precisely what is meant by the proposition that “every man, by the laws of his nature [that is, his body-mind and his emotions] necessarily desires or shrinks from what he deems to be good or bad”—namely, good or bad for preserving his being. What are called ethical virtues follow from this understanding: “The more every man endeavors and is able to seek what is useful to him—in others words: to preserve his being—the more is he endowed with virtue.” This means that virtue cannot be conceived as existing separately from, or in opposition to, human inclinations, especially the inclination “to be.” Human mind or reason is able to provide insight into these inclinations and into the connection between human existence and “being.” “To act absolutely in obedience to virtue,” Spinoza states, “is in us the same thing as to act, to live, and to preserve our being . . . in accordance with the dictate of reason on the basis of which we seek what furthers our self-being.” Another way of phrasing this insight is to say: “We know nothing to be certainly good or evil, save such things as really further our understanding, or such as are able to hinder us from understanding.”16

With the aid of understanding or human reason, we are able to perceive our situation not from a particular perspective or the perspective of idiosyncratic dispositions, but from the vantage of the whole or God-nature—a vantage that is the key to both human happiness and human freedom. In Spinoza’s words: “The mind’s highest good is the knowledge of God, and accordingly the mind’s highest virtue is to know God” (or God-nature). A premise or corollary of this insight is the proposition that human mind is alive or “active” in the endeavor of rational understanding, an endeavor that coincides entirely with the meaning of virtuous action, that is, action geared toward self-being or the coincidence of self-being and God-nature. Another corollary is the insight that things in the world that hamper or obstruct our striving for self-being in union with God-nature can be considered “bad,” whereas everything that furthers or is in harmony with this striving inherent in our “nature” is “necessarily good.” Among the things that hamper or obstruct the natural striving are base or consuming passions or emotions that are recalcitrant to rational understanding—such as the passions for power, wealth, or sensual pleasure. To the extent that humans are prey to these passions, they are prone to lose their understanding as well as their freedom; more important, they are bound to come into conflict with each other. “In-sofar as human beings are assailed by emotions which are passions, they can be contrary to each other”; differently put, they cannot be said “to be naturally in harmony.” By contrast, if people live in obedience to reason and find their virtue in the understanding of God-nature, they will “always necessarily agree in nature” or “always live in harmony with each other.”17

Following this train of thought, Spinoza is led to the vision of a harmonious, well-ordered world—whose concord can be disrupted only by the pursuit of self-seeking ambitions and desires. As he writes: “The highest good of those who follow virtue is common to all, and therefore all can equally rejoice [or find happiness] therein.” This derives from the maxim (previously stated) that the pursuit of virtue is the same as the endeavor to know or understand God—a good “which is common to all and can be possessed and enjoyed by all human beings equally.” In this striving there is no room for selfishness, since it is a striving for self-being in harmony with God-being (or God-nature). “The good,” the text states emphatically, “which every man who pursues virtue desires for himself he will also desire for his fellow-men, and all the more so in proportion as he has greater knowledge of God.” The reason is that, when a person loves a good, he (or she) will “love it more constantly if he [she] sees that others love it also”; consequently he (she) will endeavor to bring it about “that others should love it also” and “that all should equally rejoice therein.” The joint love of virtue that prevails in the “natural” condition of human beings carries over with still greater force into society or an established social context. According to the Ethics: “Whatever is conducive to social human life or prompts men to live together in harmony is good, whereas whatever brings discord into a social state is bad.” In close connection with this proposition, Spinoza discusses a number of human dispositions that are either conducive or detrimental to social concord. Thus, we read that “pleasure [or happiness] in itself is not bad but good, whereas pain in itself is bad”; likewise, that “mirth [or joyfulness] cannot be excessive but is always good, whereas melancholy [or dejection] is always bad.” Still more important are these maxims: that “love, conceived as sensual desire, may be excessive,” though otherwise it tends to be good—while, on the other hand, “hatred can never be good,” for “when we hate a person, we endeavor to destroy him,” that is, “to do something that is clearly bad.”18

In addition to these maxims and admonitions, the Ethics is a treasure trove of moral insights and sound teachings—not all of which can be detailed here. What pervades and animates the entire text is (what one may call) a cheerful piety, a loving devotion and surrender to the divine God/nature that is the ground of all things and beings. It is this sincere devotion to, and intellectual love of, the divine that earned Spinoza in later times the admiration of some European humanists (including the poet Goethe, who called him a “God-intoxicated” [Gott-trunken] thinker). No doubt, this was unexpected praise for a writer-philosopher who, during his life and for a long period afterward, was denounced and even cursed as an apostate and atheist throughout Europe. But denunciations of this kind never touched or affected his mind. Probably, during his lifetime, what most irked his opponents was his cheerful piety, his display of goodwill toward his enemies—even toward those “orthodox” believers who claim to monopolize the divine or to have a proprietary relation to God on the basis of special selection. In opposition to all kinds of pretentious orthodoxy, he put the emphasis on (what is called) “orthopraxis,” that is, the cultivation of pious practical conduct. As he writes in the Ethics: “Whatever we desire or do . . . in orientation toward the idea or the understanding of God, I call religion. And I call piety the desire of well-doing which is inspired by a life lived according to such understanding.” In both his teachings and his own life conduct, Spinoza seemed to follow and uphold the instruction of the prophet Micah: “He has shown you what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to pursue justice, to practice kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.”19

Even more than his writings and elaborate treatises, it is Spinoza’s practical conduct that can inspire, and serve as a model for, people in our own time. Although it is possible to quibble with some of his theoretical formulations—especially when offered “more geometrico”—it is much more difficult to quibble with his conduct both in private and in social life. Almost all the biographical accounts of Spinoza testify to his personal goodness and friendly disposition. Steven Nadler writes that while he was working on his Ethics, Spinoza “spent a good deal of time in his room, working on either his lenses or his writing, or perhaps just reading. . . . Far from being the morose, anti-social recluse of legend, he was, when he put down his work, gregarious and possessed of a pleasing and even-tempered disposition.” All in all, “he was kind and considerate, and enjoyed the company of others who in turn seem to have enjoyed his.” Even the protean philosopher Pierre Bayle—Nadler adds—who excoriated Spinoza for his atheism, “took note of the virtues of his personal character and his blameless lifestyle.”20 These and other testimonials amply justify the description of Spinoza as a pragmatist avant la lettre. As one should note, however, his ethical disposition and practice of virtue were not limited to private conduct, but extended directly to his conception of social and public life. In this respect, the conclusion of the second part of the Ethics is instructive and eloquent. As Spinoza states there: the conception advanced in his text “uplifts social life, inasmuch as it teaches us to hate no man, neither to despise, to deride, to envy or to be angry with any. Moreover, it tells us that each should be content with his own and helpful to his neighbor.” Most important, on the political level, the conception “confers no small advantage on the commonwealth; for it teaches how citizens should be governed and led, not so as to become slaves, but so that they may freely do whatever things are best.”21

Epilogue: Leibniz and Hegel

As indicated before, Spinoza for a long time was an outcast from polite society and orthodox religious circles. Yet even during that dark period, there were intellectuals or philosophers who interacted with him and appreciated his work. One of these was the German philosopher and mathematician Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716), the designer of the binary system and, alongside Isaac Newton, the inventor of infinitesimal calculus. Like many intellectuals of his time, Leibniz built upon the rationalist legacy of Descartes, while also trying to reformulate or remodel the Cartesian system. It was this latter endeavor that brought him into the philosophical proximity of Spinoza, with whom he both agreed and disagreed on important points. In 1676, during a journey from London to his native Hannover, he actually met and had long discussions with Spinoza, who had then just completed his Ethics. Basically, the agreement as well as disagreement between the two thinkers revolved around the issue of the status of the divine substance and its relation to all beings in the world. What Leibniz warmly embraced was Spinoza’s holistic approach, that is, his insistence on the ultimate union of God-nature or the cosmos and his rejection of any kind of dualistic division or fragmentation. Where he departed from Spinoza was with regard to the structure of this holistic vision—a structure that Leibniz considered too narrowly restrictive and too neglectful of the integrity and distinct individuality of beings in the world. Throughout his life, Leibniz struggled to find a more adequate formulation of the God-world connection—a struggle that culminated in 1714 in his Monadology (of which only the barest outline can be offered here).

In his Monadology, Leibniz takes over the substance metaphysics articulated by Spinoza (and earlier by scholastic philosophy)—but with a crucial twist. Whereas Spinoza stipulated one single ultimate substance to which all the attributes and modalities of beings are subordinated, Leibniz postulates an infinite number of distinct substances that he calls “monads”—although their ultimate ground of existence resides in God, seen as primordial substance. As he states at the very opening of his text: “The monads which we shall discuss here are nothing other than simple substances which are contained in composite entities.” The term “simple” here means that they are compact, indivisible, and without spatial extension; hence, they can be called “the true atoms of nature and, in a word, the elements of things.” More important, monads are self-contained and not affected or controlled by outside factors; although endowed with a view or perception of the cosmos, they do not have “windows through which something could enter into or depart from them.” Although self-contained and immune from external causal forces, monads in Leibniz’s account are endowed with different inherent “qualities” and thus highly individualized; for “there are never in nature two beings that are perfectly alike and where one could not find a difference that is internal or founded on an intrinsic determination.” Another important feature is that monads are liable to continuous change and transformation—with the source of change traceable again not to outside causes, but to an internal principle of movement. Leibniz describes this principle as striving or “appetition,” or else “conatus,” stating that this striving may not always reach “the wholeness of perception at which it aims,” but can approximate it and from there proceed to further strivings. Because of this continuous movement, monads exhibit the Aristotelian quality of “entelechy”: “One could give the name ‘entelechies’ to all simple substances or created monads; for they all have in them the urge to a certain perfection. They also display a certain self-sufficiency (autarkeia) that makes them sources of their own internal actions.”22

There are some additional aspects where Leibniz departs from, or further radicalizes, Spinoza’s metaphysics. As will be recalled, the latter ascribed to divine substance an infinite number of attributes—of which two are most important and cognitively accessible, namely, thought and extension (or extended matter). Leibniz’s work breaks entirely with this conception and especially with the notion of extension as primordial attribute. Basically, given the “simple” and unextended character of monads, spatial extension for Leibniz is not at all an ontological reality, but rather—like temporality—an intrinsic quality of monadic perception (a notion that much later gave rise to the idea of the a priori character of space and time). A close corollary of this “internalization” of space is the strong emphasis on the mind-body correlation or synergy—an emphasis going beyond both Cartesian dualism and Spinoza’s notion of two separate attributes of being. For Leibniz, both thought and matter, or body, are endowed with inner striving, or conatus—although matter lacks consciousness and especially the faculty of temporal retention in memory. As the Spinoza scholar Genevieve Lloyd tells us, it is in terms of conatus “that the true distinction between mind and matter is to be understood.” Basically, in the Leibnizian version of conatus, “mind and matter—kept so firmly apart by Descartes [and to some extent even Spinoza]—draw together.” Where the distinction comes in is in the fact that “every body is [only] a momentary mind or one lacking recollection; for it does not retain its own conatus and another contrary one for longer than a moment.” Differently put: bodies “lack memory” or “the perception of their actions and passions”; hence they are, as it were, “momentary minds, with no continuity through time.”23

Given the pronounced differentiation of individual monads in his work, the basic question arises how Leibniz was able to maintain the holistic or unitary quality of Spinoza’s metaphysics. Here two crucial considerations have to be kept in mind: first, the synchronized or “pre-established” harmony between monadic perspectives; and second, the role of God as the ultimate ground or anchor of monadic existence. Although windowless and in a way self-contained, all monads function in a “relational” universe where all things and beings are mutually adjusted and harmoniously correlated. This basic relationality, or this “accommodation of all created things to each other,” Leibniz states, has as a consequence that “each single monad has relations which express all others, and hence each is a perpetual living mirror of the whole universe.” By virtue of this correlation, something amazing is accomplished: “the greatest possible variety combined with the greatest possible order—which means: as much perfection as can be.” The ultimate source and warrant of this correlation, in Leibniz’s view, can be found in a primordial substance, or “primal monad” (Ur-Monade). “The final ground of all things,” we read, “must be in a necessary substance in which the variety of changes is contained embryonically, as in its source. This substance we call God.” Given that this supreme substance—which is described as “unique, universal, and necessary”—cannot have anything “outside or independent of it,” one can conclude that “it is incapable of any limitation and hence must contain reality to the utmost possible degree.” Leibniz sums up this part of his argument: “Accordingly, God alone is the primal unity (Ur-Einheit) or the primal monad (Ur-Monade). All the created or derivative monads are its products and originate, so to speak, through continual fulgurations of the deity from moment to moment, confined only by the receptivity of created beings which are essentially limited.”24

What comes into view here is the central feature and achievement of Leibniz’s work: the merger and even coincidence of holism and singularity, of universalism and particularism. This merger, one should note, is not superimposed from above but an emerging quality. This feature is well expressed by Martin Heidegger: “In the simultaneous striving (conatus) of the diverse possibilities for existence there emerges a combination of existing beings bringing about the greatest possible sum of perfection. Out of the conflict of beings striving for existence emerges the realization of as many as possible; and this conflict of aspiring existences happens, so to speak, in front of God.”25 The harmonious correlation of all existing (and possible) beings in the world is articulated in the Monadology in numerous eloquent passages. Thus, regarding the reciprocal accommodation of monads, we read: “Thus, among created beings, actions and reactions are in a way reciprocal. For, when comparing simple monads, God finds in each reasons which oblige him to accommodate the other to it; and thus, what in certain regards is active is passive from another point of consideration.” The most captivating passage, however, can be found a bit later in the text, where Leibniz writes: “Every bit of nature can be conceived as a garden full of plants or a pond full of fish. But each branch of the plant, each member of an animal, each drop of its bodily fluids is, in turn, such a garden or such a pond.” And “although the earth and the air surrounding the plants of the garden, or the water surrounding the fish of the pond, are certainly neither plant nor fish, they yet contain more of them, though mostly of a minuteness imperceptible to us.” Which leads to the conclusion: “Hence there is nothing fallow, nothing sterile or dead in the world—no chaos, no disorder, save in appearance.”26

Despite the correlation and even coincidence of natural harmony and the primal monad or God, Leibniz recognizes a certain differentiation in the sense of an ascending scale of awareness. Basically, the sequence leads from inanimate monads via animate monads endowed with “soul” to reflective monads (human beings) endowed with “spirit” or “intellect.” As one should note, the sequence does not entail the Cartesian superiority of mind over body, of cogito over extended matter, but only a deepened insight into the God/nature constellation. Expressed in Spinoza’s terminology of natura naturans and naturata, one might say that the sequence involves a progressive ability of the created world (naturata) to participate in the designs of God (naturans). Leibniz explains: “Among other differences between ordinary ‘souls’ and ‘spirits’ (or intellects), there is also the aspect that souls in general are living mirrors or images of the created world, while spirits have the additional faculty to be images of divinity itself, that is, of the creator or ground of nature.” This has as a consequence that spirits are capable of “knowing the system of the universe and of imitating it through some constructive samples”—which means in turn that they are capable of “entering into some kind of community with God.” Thus, there is dual harmony: one operating in the world of nature, the other obtaining between “the physical realm of nature and the moral realm of divine grace.” The conclusion of the Monadology is a paean to this overall harmony, culminating in a new formulation or vision of the “city of God”: “From all this one can readily conclude that the assembly of all spirits must compose the city of God, that is, the most perfect state possible under the most perfect of monarchs. This city of God, this truly universal monarchy, is a moral world within the natural world, and it is the most exalted and most heavenly work in which consists the true glory of God.”27

The post-Cartesian rationalism of Spinoza and Leibniz fell out of favor during the eighteenth century under the influence of “Storm and Stress” and the rise of German idealist philosophy. However, not all thinkers joined this trend. A notable exception was Georg W. F. Hegel (1770–1831), who throughout his life maintained a keen interest in both Spinoza and Leibniz. What attracted him to Spinoza was, above all, the strong holism undergirding his work. As he wrote in his Lectures on the History of Philosophy, in Spinoza “the dualism of the Cartesian system was altogether set aside”; for him, “soul and body, thought and Being, cease to have separate existence.” In an admiring vein, he added the high praise that “thought must begin by placing itself at the standpoint of Spinozism; to be a follower of Spinoza is the beginning of all philosophy”—for “the soul must commence by bathing in this ether of the One Substance.” In a cross-cultural aside, the Lectures finds in Spinoza’s holism “an echo from Eastern [Asian] lands,” of “the Oriental theory of absolute identity.” Counterposed to this line of praise, however, the text advances an equally strong criticism, regarding Spinoza’s lack of concrete determination and his neglect or deemphasis of singularity or individuality. As a corollary of his accent on unity, Hegel observes, “substance with Spinoza is not yet determined as in itself concrete.” As a result, the individual or particular is treated simply as finite and ephemeral, that is, as an emblem of “false individuality.” However, “true individuality and subjectivity” are not “a mere retreat from the universal, not merely something finitely determinate,” but at the same time “being-for-itself, determined by itself alone.” Hence, the grandeur and limitation of Spinoza’s thought is that “he is able to renounce all that is determinate and particular, and restrict himself to the One, giving heed to this alone.”28

The defect of Spinoza’s system was remedied to a certain extent by Leibniz through his correlation of particularity and universality. According to Hegel, Leibniz’s work stands in opposition to both the atomistic empiricism of John Locke and the substantialism of Spinoza and yet tries “to bind them together again.” For, “on the one hand, he expresses in the many monads the real nature of things as distinguished and individual; on the other hand and in contrast to this, he upholds the ideality of Spinoza and the non-absolute nature of all difference.” Phrased differently: “While Spinoza asserted the universality, the oneness of substance, and while Locke made infinite determinations his basis, Leibniz by means of his fundamental principle of individuality, brings out the essentiality of the opposite aspect of Spinoza’s philosophy, existence for itself, the monad—but the monad regarded only as an absolute concept, perhaps not yet as the ‘I’ ” (in the sense of idealist philosophy). The latter aspect becomes ultimately the basis for Hegel’s critique. According to the Lectures, Leibniz was only partially able to reconcile particularity and unity and in the end had to rely on a deus ex machina, the intervention of a transcendent deity: “God has the special privilege of having laid upon Him the burden of what cannot be comprehended. The word of God is thus the makeshift which leads to a unity which itself is purely hypothetical; for the progression of the many out of this unity is not demonstrated.”29

The goal of Hegel’s own philosophy was precisely to overcome philosophically the remaining polarity. In a way, he sought to accomplish this goal by translating Leibniz’s distinction among inanimate, animate, and spiritual monads into the movement of spirit “coming to itself” through the sequence of being-in-itself, for-itself, and in-and-for-itself—the latter coinciding with absolute spirit or pure subjectivity. This was no doubt a great philosophical gain. But in orienting everything toward absolute spirit, the domain of nature in Hegel’s philosophy was progressively deemphasized or placed into a marginal position.30 It was precisely this marginalization that prompted the insurgence and recovery of the philosophy of nature by Hegel’s friend from his student days in Tübingen: Friedrich Schelling (1775–1854).
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