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Preface 
by Robert Hurley 

This work is provocative from the start: a book on Spinoza, 
subtitled Practical Philosophy, that starts with the name Nietz­
sche. As Deleuze will say, we always start from the middle of 
things; thought has no beginning, just an outside to which it is 
connected. The kinship of Spinoza and Nietzsche wil� be made 
quite clear in these pages, but there is also a historical line of 
connection between the two that Deleuze discusses elsewhere*; 
this line passes through the form that we call, all too familiarly, 
Man. Spinoza is prior to that form, and Nietzsche sees beyond it. 
What they share, on this line, is a philosophy of forces or powers 
that compose such forms. In Spinoza's case, the historical prob­
lem was what to make of limited composites such as human be­
ings, in their involvement with perfect, i .e. ,  infinite, forces that 
make up the form known as God. As we know, Nietzsche is asso­
ciated with the death of the latter form, but Deleuze points out 
that, after Feuerbach, the death of God could be taken for 
granted, and Nietzsche was more concerned with the death of 
His successor, Man. This seems to be a useful perspective: one 
reads backward from Nietzsche through Man to Spinoza, and 
God is naturalized (One of the most fascinating parts of this 
book deals with Spinoza's criticism of theology. God the legisla­
tor and judge, the planner and protector, simply does not sur­
vive); one reads forward from Spinoza through Man to 
Nietzsche, and the Overman is naturalized (The forces that are 
composed need not have the human reference). In any case, it  
seems that, for us, the stronger term of Spinoza's famous equa­
tion God or Nature is Nature: the Ethics "merely" justifies the 
capital letter. Something happens to the term, however, when 
we join it to Man. There is an affect that weakens it, affecting us 

*In the last chapter of his recent study of Michel Foucault, Foucault, 
Editions de Minuit, 1986. 



with sadness: Man and Nature, a tragedy, Man in Nature, a pious 
homily, Mail against Nature, a hecatomb. 

A new kind of attention, practical rather than contemplative, 
has been drawn to Spinoza by deep ecologists*. Arne Naess, 
the Norwegian ecophilosopher, has outlined the points of com­
patibility between Spinoza's thought and the basic intuitions of 
the (radical) environmental movement. ** Among them is this 
one: "14. Interacting with things and understanding things can­
not be separated. The units of understanding are not proposi­
tions but acts. To the content of ideas in the 'attribute of non­
extension' there corresponds an act in the 'attribute' of 
extension. '" It is to the deep ecologists' credit that they read Spi­
noza as a philosophy of action. But perhaps it can be said, amica­
bly, that they have not yet been able to describe any of the 
modalities of interaction except through cold science or passion­
ate poetry. In scientific ecology, what passes between "things" is 
information (as in Bateson); in poetry, it is affects (as in Spinoza), 
but poetry tends naturally to form inadequate ideas of affec­
tions: through it we are acted upon. Deleuze offers a model in 
this regard: the unit of understanding is not the form or func­
tion or organism but the composition of affective relations be­
tween individuals, together with the "plane of consistency" on 
which they interact, that is, their "environment" . In this con­
ception, some rather neutral notions, such as environment and 
individual, are re-animated. The environment is not just a reser­
voir of information whose circuits await mapping, but also a 
field of forces whose actions await experiencing. In a human 
sense, it can be called the unconscious, or at least the ground on 
which the unconscious is constructed. Which of these actions are 
we capable of experiencing? What is a walk in the forest (where 
the tick is waiting to experience us)? And what new individual do 
we compose when we "think l ike a mountain?" For Deleuze (for 
Spinoza), Nature itself is an Individual, composed of all modes 

*See especially Deep 
Smith, Inc., 1 985. 

Bill  Devall and George Sessions, Gibbs M. 

**See his crystal clear enumeration in "Spinoza and ecology",  Speculum 
Spinozanum, 1677-1977, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1 977. 
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of interaction. Deleuze opens us to the idea (which I take as a 
contribution to ecological thought) that the elements of the 
different individuals we compose may be nonhuman within us. 
What we are capable of may partake of the wolf, the river, the 
ston.e in the river. One wonders, finally, whether Man is any­
thing more than a territory, a set of boundaries, a limit on 
existence. 

I am aware that I have said next to nothing about Spinoza. 
The fact is that Spinoza is difficult. And this book on Spinoza 
is difficult. But the situation is helped by the author's word to 
the wise : one doesn't have to follow every proposition, make 
every connection-the intuitive or affective reading may be 
more practical anyway. What if one accepted the invitation­
come as you are-and read with a different attitude, which 
might be more like the way one attends to poetry? Then diffi­
culty would not prevent the flashes of understanding that we 
anticipate in the poets we love, difficult though they may be. 
The truly extraordinary thing about Deleuze is precisely the 
quality of love that his philosophy expresses; it is active in ev­
erything he has written. I like very much a phrase in Arne 
Naess' article, referred to above. Speaking of Spinoza's am or 
intellectualis Dei, he says that it "implies acts of understanding 
performed with the maximum perspective possible" (my under­
line). As I see it, just such a performance awaits the reader 
here. Deleuze maximizes Spinoza. 

iii 





"Let me ask you what brought you to Spinoza? Is it that he 
was a Jew?" 

"No, your honor. I didn't know who or what he was when I 
first came across the book-they don't exactly love him in the 
synagogue, if you've read the story of his life. I found it in a 
junkyard in a nearby town, paid a kopek and left cursing myself 
for wasting money hard to come by. Later I read through a few 
pages and kept on going as though there were a whirlwind at 
my back. As I say, I didn't understand every word but when 
you 're dealing with such ideas you feel as though you were tak­
ing a witch's ride. After that I wasn't the same man ... " 

"Would you mind explaining what you think Spinoza's work 
means? In other words if it's a philosophy what does it state?" 

"That's not so easy to say . . .  The book means different 
things according to the subject of the chapters, though it's all 
united underneath. But what I think it means is that he was out 
to make a free man of himself-as much as one can according 
to his philosophy, if you understand my meaning-by thinking 
things through and connecting everything up, if you'll go along 
with that, your honor." 

"That isn't a bad approach ,  through the man rather than the 
work. But . . .  " 

, Malamud, The Fixer 
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Chapter One 
...• ----.@.......-..-.... 

LIFE OF SPINOZA 

Nietzsche understood, having lived it himself, what consti­
tutes the mystery of a philosopher's life . The philosopher appro­
priates the ascetic virtues-humility, poverty, chastity-and 
makes them serve ends completely his own, extraordinary ends 
that are not very ascetic at all; in fact .l He makes them the ex­
pression of his singularity. They are not moral ends in his case, 
or religious means to another life ,  but rather the "effects" of 
phi losophy itself. For there is absolutely no other life for the phi­
losopher. Humility, poverty, and chastity become the effects of 
an especially rich and superabundant life ,  sufficiently powerful 
to have conquered thought and subordinated every other in­
stinct to itself. This is what Spinoza calls Nature: a life no longer 
lived on the basis of need, in terms of means and ends, but ac­
cording to a production, a productivity, a potency, in terms of 
causes and effects. Humility, poverty, chastity are his (the philos­
opher' s) way of being a grand vivant, of making a temple of his 
own body, for a cause that is all too proud, all too rich, all too 
sensual. So that by attacking the philosopher, people know the 
shame of attacking a modest, poor, and chaste appearance, 
which increases their impotent rage tenfold; and the philos­
opher offers no purchase, a lthough he takes every blow. 

Here the full meaning of the phi losopher's solitude becomes 
apparent. For he cannot integrate into any milieu; he is not suit­
ed to any of them. Doubtless it is in democratic and liberal mi­
lieus that he finds the best living conditions, or rather the best 

1. Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, III. 
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conditions for survival. But for him these milieus only guarantee 
that the malicious will not be able to poison or mutilate life, that 
they will not be able to separate it from the power of thinking 
that goes a little beyond the ends of the state, of a society, be­
yond any milieu in general. In every society, Spinoza will show, it 
is a matter of obeying and of nothing else. This is why the no­
tions of fault, of merit and demerit, of good and evil, are exclu­
sively social, having to do with obedience and disobedience. The 
best society, then, will be one that exempts the power of think­
ing from the obligatIon to obey, and takes care, in its own inter­
est, not to subject thought to the rule of the state, which only 
applies to actions. As long as thought is free, hence vital, nothing 
is compromised. When it ceases being so, all the other oppres­
sions are also possible, and already realized, so that any action 
becomes culpable, every life threatened. It is certain that the 
philosopher finds the most favorable conditions in the demo­
cratic state and in liberal circles. But he never confuses his pur­
poses with those of a state, or with the aims of a milieu, since he 
solicits forces in thought that elude obedience as well as blame, 
and fashions the image of a life beyond good and evil, a rigorous 
innocence without merit or culpability. The philosopher can re­
side in various states, he can frequent various milieus, but he 
does so in the manner of a hermit, a shadow, a traveler or board­
ing house lodger. That is why one should not imagine Spinoza 
breaking with a supposedly closed Jewish milieu in order to en­
ter supposedly open liberal ones: liberal Christianity, Cartesian­
ism, a bourgeoisie favorable to the De Witt brothers, and so on. 
For, wherever he goes he only asks, demands, with a greater or 
smaller chance of success, to be tolerated, himself and his un­
common aims, and from this tolerance he judges concerning the 
degree of democracy, the degree of truth, which a society can 
bear, or on the contrary, concerning the danger that threatens 
all men. 

Baruch Spinoza is born in 1632 in the Jewish quarter of Am­
sterdam, into a family of well-to-do merchants of Spanish or 
Portuguese extraction. At the Jewish school he studies theology 
and commerce. From the age of thirteen he works in his father's 
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business firm while he pursues his studies (on the death of his 
father in 1 654 he will manage the business with his brother, un­
til 1 656). How does the slow philosophical conversion come 
about that causes him to break with the Jewish community, with 
business, and brings him to the excommunication of 1656? We 
shOl.ild not imagine that the Amsterdam community is homo­
geneous during this period; it has as much diversity, as many in­
terests and ideologies as the Christian milieus. For the most part 
it is made up of former "marranos," that is, of Jews who out­
wardly practiced Catholicism in Spain and Portugal, and who 
were obliged to emigrate at the end of the sixteenth century. 
Even those sincerely attached to their Jewish faith are imbued 
with a philosophical, scientific, and medical culture that cannot 
easily be reconciled with the traditional rabbinical Judaism. Spi­
noza's father is apparently a skeptic himself, who nevertheless 
plays an important role in the synagogue and the Jewish commu­
nity. In Amsterdam some go so far as to question, not merely the 
role of the rabbis and tradition, but the meaning of the Scrip­
ture itself: Uriel da Costa will be condemned in 1 647 for deny­
ing the immortality of the soul and revealed law, recognizing 
natural law alone; and, more important, Juan de Prado will be 
made to repent in 1656, then excommunicated, accused of hav­
ing held that the soul dies with the body, that God only exists 
philosophically speaking, and that faith is unavailing.2 Recently 
published documents testify to Spinoza's close ties with Prado; 
one may suppose that the two cases were linked together. If Spi­
noza was judged more severely, excommunicated as early as 
1 656, this was because he refused to repent and sought the 
break himself. The rabbis, as in many other cases, seem to have 
hoped for an accommodation. But instead of repenting, Spinoza 
wrote an Apology to Justify His Leaving the Synagogue, or at least a 
rough draft of the future Theological-Political Treatise. The fact 
that Spinoza was born in Amsterdam itself, a child of the com­
munity, must have made his case worse. 

Life becomes difficult for him in Amsterdam. Perhaps follow-

2. Cf. I. S. Revah, Spinoza et Juan de Prado, Mouton, 1 959. 
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ing an assassination attempt by a fanatic, he goes to Leyden in 
order to continue his philosophical studies, and installs himself 
in the suburb of Rijnsburg. It is said that Spino'la kept his coat 
with a hole pierced by a knife thrust as a reminder that thought 
is not always loved by men. While it sometimes happens that a 
philosopher ends up on trial, rarely does a philosopher begin 
with an excommunication and an attempt on his life. 

Hence one fails to consider the diversity of the Jewish commu­
nity, and the destiny of a philosopher, when one believes that 
liberal Christian influences must be invoked to explain Spinoza's 
break, as if it wer� due to external causes. Already in Amster­
dam no doubt, andl while his father was alive, he had followed 
courses at the school of Van den Ende, which was attended by 
many young Jews who learned Latin in it, along with the rudi­
ments of Cartesian philosophy and science, mathematics and 
physics. A former Jesuit, Francis Van den Ende quickly acquired 
the reputation of being not only a Cartesian but also a freethink­
er and an atheist, and even a political agitator (he was to be ex­
ecuted in France, in 1674, following the revolt of the chevalier 
de Rohan). 3 No doubt Spinoza also frequented liberal and anti­
clerical Christians, Collegiants and Mennonites, who were in­
spired by a certain pantheism and a pacifist communism. He 
would encounter them again at Rijnsburg, which was one of 
their centers: he becomes friends with Jarig Jelles, Pieter Ball­
ing, Simon de Vries, and the "progressive" bookseller and pub­
lisher Jan Rieuwertz (a letter from Spinoza to Oldenburg, in 
1655,  evokes the pacifism, and the communitarian theme ap­
pears in a letter to Jelles, in 1 67 1 ). However, it seems that Van 
den Ende remained attached to a form of Catholicism, despite 
the difficulties of that religion in Holland. As for the philosophy 
of the Mennonites and Collegiants, it is completely surpassed by 
that of Spinoza, in religious criticism as well as ethical concep­
tion and political concerns. Instead of thinking of an influence 
by the Mennonites or even the Cartesians, one can think that 
Spinoza was naturally drawn to the most tolerant circles, those 

3. The novel by Eugene Sue, Lautreamont, depicts Van den Ende in his 
activities as a democratic conspirator. 
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most apt to welcome an excommunicated Jew who rejected 
Christianity no less than the Judaism into which he was born, 
and owed his break with the latter to himself alone. 

Among its many meanings, Jewish excommunication had a 
meaning that was political and economic. It was a rather fre­
quently applied, and often irreversible, measure. Deprived of 
the power of a state, the notables of the community had no other 
sanction for punishing those who refused financial contribu­
tions or even political orthodoxies. The Jewish notables, like 
those of the Calvinist party, had kept intact a hatred of Spain 
and Portugal, were politically attached to the House of Orange, 
and had interests in the India companies (Rabbi Manasseh ben 
Israel, one of Spinoza's professors, himself came close to being 
excommunicated in 1 640 for criticizing the East India Com- , 
pany; and the members of the council that judged Spinoza were 1 
Orangist, pro-Calvinist, anti-Hispanic, and for the most part, 
shareholders in the Company). Spinoza's ties with the liberals, 
his sympathies for the republican party of Jan de Witt, which 
called for the dissolution of the great monopolies-all this made 
Spinoza a rebel. In any case, Spinoza broke not only with the re­
ligious milieu but with the economic milieu at the same time. 
Abandoning the family business, he learned lensmaking, he be­
came a craftsman, a philosopher craftsman equipped with a 
manual trade, capable of grasping and working with the laws of 
optics. He also began to draw; his early biographer Colerus re­
lates that he drew himself in the attitude and costume of the 
Neapolitan revolutionary Masaniello.4 

At R ijnsburg, Spinoza gives his friends an exposition, in Latin, 
of the work that will become the Short Treatise. They take notes; 
Jelles translates into Dutch; perhaps Spinoza dictates certain 
texts that he has written previously. In about 1 66 1 ,  he composes 
the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, which opens with a 
kind of spiritual itinerary, in the Mennonite manner, centered 
on a denunciation of wealth. This treatise, a splendid exposition 
of Spinoza's method, will remain unfinished. Around 1 663,  for 

4. An engraving preserved in Amsterdam (Print Collection of the Rijks­
museum) is thought to be a reproduction of this portrait. 
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a young man who lived with him and who both gave him hopes 
and irritated him a good deal, he presents The Principles of Des­
cartes' Philosophy, supplemented by a critical examination of 
scholastic notions (Metaphysical Thoughts). Rieuwertz publishes 
the book; Jelles finances it; Balling will translate it into Dutch. 
Lewis Meyer, physician, poet, organizer of a new theater in Am­
sterdam, writes the preface. With the Principles, the "professori­
al" work of Spinoza comes to an end. Few thinkers avoid the 
brief temptation to become professors of their own discoveries, 
the seminar temptation of a private spiritual training. But Spino­
za's planning and.tommencement of the Ethics, as early as 1 66 1 ,  
transport him to another dimension, a different element which, 
as we shall see, no longer can be that of an "exposition,"  even a 
methodological one. Perhaps it is for this reason that Spinoza 
leaves the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect unfinished, and 
despite his later intentions does not manage to resume it.5 One 
should not think that in his quasi-professorial period Spinoza 
was ever a Cartesian. The Short Treatise already exhibits a way of 
thinking that uses Cartesian ism as a means, not to eliminate, but 
to purify all of scholasticism, Jewish thought, and Renaissance 
philosophy, in order to extract from them something profound­
ly new which belongs only to Spinoza. The complex relationship 
between the exposition of the Principles and the Metaphysical 
Thoughts gives evidence of this double game in which Cartesian­
ism is handled like a sieve, but in such a way that a new and pro­
digious scholasticism emerges which no longer has anything to 
do with the old philosophy, nor with Cartesianism either. Carte­
sianism was never the thinking of Spinoza; it was more like his 
rhetoric; he uses it as the rhetoric he needs. But all this will re­
ceive its definitive form only in the Ethics. 

In 1 663,  Spinoza moves to Voorsburg, a suburb of The 
Hague. He will later establish himself in the capital. What de­
fines Spinoza as a traveler is not the distances he covers but rath-

5. The most precise reason for the abandonment of this treatise is to be 
sought in the theory of the "common notions" as it appears in the Eth. 
ics, a theory that makes some arguments of the Treatise inoperative or 
unnecessary (d. chap. V). 
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er his inclination to stay in boarding houses, his lack of attach­
ment, of possessions and property, after his renunciation of the 
paternal inheritance. He continues to work on the Ethics. As ear­
ly as 1 66 1  the letters of Spinoza and his friends show that the 
latter are acquainted with the themes of the first book, and in 
1 663 Simon de Vries mentions a study group whose members 
read and discuss the texts sent by Spinoza. But at the same time 
that he confides in a group of friends, he asks them to keep his 
ideas secret, to be careful of strangers, as he himself will be, even 
with respect to Leibniz in 1 675.  The reason for his settling near 
The Hague is probably political: nearness to the capital is neces­
sary if he is to draw close to the active liberal circles and escape 
the political indifference of the Collegiant group. As to the two 
major parties, Calvinist and republican, the situation is as fol-\ 
lows: the first remains committed to the themes of the struggle I 

for independence, to a politics of war, to the ambitions of the 
House of Orange, to the formation of a centrali zed state; and 
the second, to a politics of peace, a provin cial organization, and 
the development of a li�eral economy. To the impassioned and 
belli cose behavior of the monarchy, Jan de Witt opposes the ra­
tional behavior of a republic guided by a natural and geometric 
method. Now, the mystery seems to be this: the people remain 
faithful to Calvinism and the House of Orange, to intolerance 
and warmongering. Since 1 653,  Jan de Witt is the Grand Pen­
sionary of Holland. But the republic nevertheless remains a re­
public by surprise and by accident, more for the lack of a king 
than by preference, and it is poorly accepted by the people. 
When Spinoza speaks of the harmfulness of revolutions, one 
must bear in mind that revolution is thought of in terms of the 
disappointments that Cromwell's revolution inspired, or the 
anxieties caused by a possible coup d' etat by the House of Or­
ange. During this period "revolutionary" ideology is permeated 
with theology and is often, as with the Calvinist party, in the ser­
vice of a politics of reaction. 

So it is not surprising that Spinoza, in 1 665,  temporarily sus­
pends work on the Ethics and starts writing the Theological-Politi­
cal Treatise, which will be concerned with the questions: Why are 
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the people so deeply irrational? Why are they proud of their own 
enslavement? Why do they fight "for" their bondage as if it were 
their freedom? Why is it so difficult not only to win but to bear 
freedom? Why does a religion that invokes love and joy inspire 
war, intolerance, hatred, malevolence, and remorse? In 1 67 0  
the Theological-Political Treatise appears, without an author's 
name and credited to a fictitious German publisher. But the au­
thor is soon identified; few books occasioned as many refuta­
tions, anathemas, insults, and maledictions: Jews, Catholics, 
Calvinists, and Lutherans�all the right-thinking circles, includ­
ing the Cartesians themselves-competed with one another in 
denouncing it. It was then that the words "Spinozism" and "Spi­
nozist" became insults and threats. And even the critics of Spi­
noza who were suspected of not being harsh enough were 
denounced. Doubtless among these critics there were some em­
barrassed liberals and Cartesians who nonetheless gave proof of 
their orthodoxy by participating in the attack. An explosive 
book always keeps its explosive charge: one still cannot read the 
Treatise without discovering in it philosophy's function as a radi­
cal enterprise of demystification, or as a science of "effects." A 
recent commentator is able to say that the true originality of the 
Treatise is in its considering religion as an effect.6 Not only in the 
causal sense but also in an optical sense, an effect whose process 
of production will be sought by connecting it to its necessary ra­
tional causes as they affect men who do not understand them 
(for example, the way in which natural laws are necessarily per­
ceived as "signs" by those who have a strong imagination and a 
weak understanding). Even when dealing with religion, Spinoza 
polishes glasses that reveal the effect produced and the laws of 
its production. 

It is his ties with the republican party, and perhaps the protec­
tion of De Witt, that save Spinoza from a more specific kind of 
worry. (As early as 1 669, Koerbagh, the author of a philosophi­
cal dictionary denounced for its Spinozist leanings, had been ar­
rested and had died in prison.) But Spinoza has to leave the 

6. Cf. J.-P. Osier, preface to L'Essence du christianisme by Feuerbach, 
"Ou Spinoza ou Feuerbach," Maspero, Paris. 
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suburb, where his life is made difficult by the pastors, and take 
up residence in The Hague. And, above all, this is at the cost of 
silence. The Netherlands are at war. After the De Witt brothers 
are assassinated, in 1 672, and the Orangist party has returned to 
power,- there can no longer be any question for Spinoza of pub­
lishing the Ethics; a brief attempt in Amsterdam, in 1 675, easily 
convinces him to give up the idea. "Certain theologians took the 
occasion to complain of me before the prince and magistrates; 
moreover, the stupid Cartesians, being suspected of favoring 
me, endeavored to remove the aspersion by abusing everywhere 
my opinions and writings, a course which they still pursue. "1 For 
Spinoza, there is no question of leaving the country. But he is 
more and more alone and ill. The only milieu in which he might 
have l ived in peace fails him. Yet he receives visits by enlight- \ 
ened men who want to know the Ethics, even if this means join­
ing with its critics subsequently, or even denying that these visits 
were paid to him (as in the case of Leibniz in 1 67 6). The profes­
sorship of philosophy at Heidelberg, which the Elector Palatine 
offers him in 1 673 ,  does not tempt him: Spinoza belongs to that 
line of "private thinkers" who overturn values and construct 
their philosophy with hammer blows; he is not one of the "pub­
lic professors" (who, according to Leibniz's approving words, do 
not disturb the established sentiments, the order of Morality and 
the Police). "Since it has never been my wish to teach in public, I 
have been unable to induce myself to accept this splendid oppor­
tunity, though I have long deliberated about it."8 Spinoza's 
thinking is now taken up with the most recent problems: What 
are the chances for a commercial aristocracy? Why has the l iber­
al republic foundered? Is it possible to change the multitude into 
a collectivity of free men instead of a gathering of slaves? All 
these questions animate the Political Treatise, which is left unfin­
ished, symbolically, at the beginning of the chapter on democ-

7. Letter LXVIII, to Oldenburg. 
8. Letter XLVIII, to Fabritius. On the Spinozan conception of teaching, 
cf. the Political Treatise, chap. VIlI, 49. "Everyone who asked permis­
sion would be allowed to teach openly, at his own expense, and at the 
risk of his reputation . . . . " 
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racy. In February of 1 677,  Spinoza dies, probably of a pulmo­
nary disease, in the presence of his friend Meyer, who takes pos­
session of the manuscripts. By the end of the year, the Opera 
posthuma are published at the expense of an anonymous donor. 

This frugal, propertyless life, undermined by illness, this thin, 
frail body, this brown, oval face with its sparkling black eyes­
how does one explain the impression they give of being suffused 
with Life itself, of having a power identical to Life? In his whole 
way of living and of thinking, Spinoza projects an image of the 
positive, affirmative life , which stands in opposition to the sem­
blances that men are content with. Not only are they content 
with the latter, they feel a hatred of life, they are ashamed ofit; a 
humanity bent on self-destruction, multiplying the cults of 
death, bringing about the union of the tyrant and the slave, the 
priest, the judge, and the soldier, always busy running life into 
the ground, mutilating it, killing it outright or by degrees, over­
laying it or suffocating it with laws, properties, duties, em­
pires-this is what Spinoza diagnoses in the world, this betrayal 
of the universe and of mankind. His biographer Colerus reports 
that he was fond of spider fights: "He looked for some spiders, 
and made them fight together, or he threw some flies into the 
cobweb, and was so well-pleased with that battle, that he would 
sometimes break into laughter. "9 Animals at least teach us the 
irreducibly external character of death . They do not carry it 
within, although they necessarily bring it to each other: an inevi­
table bad encounter in the order of natural existences. But they 
have not yet invented that internal death, the universal sado-

9. This anecdote appears authentic because it has many Spinozan res­
onances. Spider fights, or spider-fly fights, could have fascinated Spino­
za for several reasons: 1. from the standpoint of the exteriority of 
necessary death; 2. from the standpoint of the composition of relations 
in nature (how the web expresses a relationship of the spider with the 
world, one which appropriates, as such, relations peculiar to the fly); 
3. from the standpoint of the relativity of perfections (how a state that 
marks an imperfection of man, e.g., warfare, can on the contrary testify 
to a perfection if it is related to a different essence such as that of in­
sects: cf. Letter to Blyenbergh). We will encounter these problems 
again in a later chapter. 
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masochism o f  the tyrant-slave. In the reproach that Hegel will 
make to Spinoza, that he ignored the negative and its power, lies 
the glory and innocence of Spinoza, his own discovery. In a 
world consumed by the negative, he has enough confidence in 
life, if!  the power of life, to challenge death, the murderous ap­
petite of men, the rules of good and evil, of the just and the un­
just. Enough confidence in life to denounce all the phantoms of 
the negative. Excommunication, war, tyranny, reaction, men 
who fight for their enslavement as ifit were their freedom-this 
forms the world in which Spinoza lives. The assassination of the 
De Witt brothers is exemplary for him. Ultimi barbarorum. In his 
view, all the ways of humiliating and breaking l ife, all the forms 
of the negative have two sources, one turned outward and the 
other inward, resentment and bad conscience, hatred and gu,lt. 
"The two archenemies of the human race, Hatred and Re­
morse. " 10 He denounces these sources again and again as being 
linked to man's consciousness, as being inexhaustible until there 
is a new consciousness, a new vision, a new appetite for living. 
Spinoza feels ,  experiences, that he is eternal. 

In Spinoza's thought, l ife is not an idea, a matter of theory. It 
is a way of being, one and the same eternal mode in all its attri­
butes. And it is only from this perspective that the geometric 
method is ful ly comprehensible .  In the Ethics, it is in opposition 
to what Spinoza calls satire; and satire is everything that takes 
pleasure in the powerlessness and distress of men, everything 
that feeds on accusations, on malice, on belittlement, on low in­
terpretations, everything that breaks men's spirits (the tyrant 
needs broken spirits, just as broken spirits need a tyrant). The 
geometric method ceases to be a method of intellectual exposi­
tion; it is no longer a means of professorial presentation but 
rather a method of invention. It becomes a method of vital and 
optical rectification. If man is somehow distorted, this torsion 
effect will be rectified by connecting it to its causes more geome­
trico. This optical geometry traverses the entire Ethics. People 
have asked whether the Ethics should be read in terms of 

10. Short Treatise, first dialogue. 
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thought or in terms of power (for example, are the attributes 
powers or concepts?). Actually, there is only one term, Life, that 
encompasses thought, but conversely this term is encompassed 
only by thought. Not that life is in thinking, but only the thinker 
has a potent l ife, free of guilt and hatred; and only life explains 
the thinker. The geometric method, the profession of polishing 
lenses, and theHfe ofSpinoza should be understood as constitut­
ing a whole. For Spinoza is one of the vivants-voyants. He ex­
presses this precisely when he says that demonstrations are "the 
eyes of the mind."ll He is referring to the third eye, which en­
ables one to see life beyond all false appearances, passions, and 
deaths. The virtues- humility, poverty, chastity, frugality-are 
required for this kind of vision, no longer as virtues that muti­
late life, but as powers that penetrate it and become one with it. 
Spinoza did not believe in hope or even in courage; he believed 
only injoy, and in vision. He let others live, provided that others 
let him live. He wanted only to inspire, to waken, to reveal. The 
purpose of demonstration functioning as the third eye is not to 
command or even to convince, but only to shape the glass or po­
lish the lens for this inspired free vision. "You see, to me it seems 
as though the artists, the scientists, the philosophers were grind­
ing lenses. It' s  all a grand preparation for something that never 
comes off. Someday the lens is going to be perfect and then 
we're all going to see clearly, see what a staggering, wonderful, 
beautiful world it is ... . " (Henry Miller). 

1 1 . Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 1 3; Ethics, V, 23, scholium. 
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probable that certain theses of the Ethics, in particular those con­
cerning the "common notions," cause him to regard the Treatise 
as already superceded. 

166 1- 1675 :  The Ethics. A completed book, in Latin, which 
Spinoza considers publishing in 1675. He gives up the idea for 
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Colerus, who is reserved; the one by Pierre Bayle, who is hostile 
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Note on the Translation 
I have relied em the English translation of Spinoza by Edwin Curley, 
The Collected Works ofSpinoza, Volume I, Princeton University Press, 
1985. There is at least one other good translation of the Ethics, by 
Samuel Shirley, The Ethics and Selected Letters, Hackett Publishing Co, 
1982. The Hackett volume is inexpensive. 

-R.H. 



Chapter Two 
...• ----.@.....-..... .... 

ON THE DIFFERENCE 

BETWEEN THE ETHICS 

AND A MORALITY 

No philosopher was ever more worthy, but neither was any 
philosopher more maligned and hated. To grasp the reason for 
this it is not enough to recall the great theoretical thesis of Spi­
nozism: a single substance having an infinity of attributes, Deus 
sive Natura, all "creatures" being only modes of these attributes 
or modifications of this substance. It is not enough to show how 
pantheism and atheism are combined in this thesis, which denies 
the existence of a moral, transcendent, creator God. We must 
start rather from the practical theses that made Spinozism an 
object of scandal. These theses imply a triple denunciation: of 
"consciousness," of "values," and of "sad passions ." These are 
the three major resemblances with Nietzsche. And already in 
Spinoza's lifetime, they are the reasons for his being accused of 
materialism, immoralism, and atheism. 

1. A devaluation of consciousness (in favor of thought); Spinoza the 
materialist. 

Spinoza offers philosophers a new model: the body. He pro­
poses to establish the body as a model: "We do not know what 
the body can do . .. " This declaration of ignorance is a provo­
cation. We speak of consciousness and its decrees, of the will and 
its effects, of the thousand ways of moving the body, of dominat­
ing the body and the passions-but we do not even know what a 

17 
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body can do. ! Lacking this knowledge, we engage in idle talk. As 
Nietzsche will say, we stand amazed before consciousness, but 
"the truly surprising thing is rather the body . . .  " 

Yet,  one of th� most famous theoretical theses of Spinoza is 
known by the name of parallelism; it does not consist merely in 
denying any real causality between the mind and the body, it dis­
allows any primacy of the one over the other. If Spinoza rejects 
any superiority of the mind over the body, this is not in order to 
establish a superiority of the body over the mind, which would 
be no more intelligible than the converse. The practical signifi­
cance of parallelism is manifested in the reversal of the tradi­
tional principle on which Morality was founded as an enterprise 
of domination of the passions by consciousness. It was said that 
when the body acted, the mind was acted upon, and the mind did 
not act without the bpdy being acted upon in turn (the rule of 
the inverse relation, cf. Descartes, The Passions of the Soul, arti­
cles 1 and 2). According to the Ethics, on the contrary, what is an 
action in the mind is necessarily an action in the body as well, 
and what is a passion in the body is necessarily a passion in the 
mind.2 There is no primacy of one series over the other. 

What does Spinoza mean when he invites us to take the body 
as a model? It is a matter of showing that the body surpasses the 
knowledge that we have of it, and that thought likewise surpasses the 
consciousness that we have of it. There are no fewer things in the 
mind that exceed our consciousness than there are things in the 
body that exceed our knowledge. So it is by one and the same 
movement that we shall manage, if possible, to capture the pow­
er of the body beyond the given conditions of our knowledge, 
and to capture the power of the mind beyond the given condi­
tions of our consciousness. One seeks to acquire a knowledge of 
the powers of the body in order to discover, in a parallel fashion, 
the powers of the mind that elude consciousness, and thus to be 
able to compare the powers. In short, the model of the body, ac­
cording to Spinoza, does not imply any devaluation of thought 
in relation to extension, but, much more important, a devalu-

1 .  Ethics, III, 2, scholium. 
2. Ethics, 111, 2, schol. (and II, 13, schol.). 
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ation of consciousness in relation to thought: a discovery of the 
unconscious, of an unconscious of thought just as profound as the 
unknown of the body. 

The fact is that consciousness is by nature the locus of an illu­
sion. Its nature is such that it registers effects, but it knows noth­
ing of causes. The order of causes is defined by this: each body in 
extension, each idea or each mind in thought are constituted by 
the characteristic relations that subsume the parts of that body, 
the parts of that idea. When a body "encounters" another body, 
or an idea another idea, it happens that the two relations some­
times combine to form a more powerful whole, and sometimes 
one decomposes the other, destroying the cohesion of its parts. 
And this is what is prodigious in the body and the mind alike, 
these sets of living parts that enter into composition with andtle­
compose one another according to complex laws.s The order of 
causes is therefore an order of composition and decomposition 
of relations, which infinitely affects all of nature. But as con­
scious beings, we never apprehend anything but the effects of 
these compositions and decompositions: we experience joy when 
a body encounters ours and enters into composition with it, and 
sadness when, on the contrary, a body or an idea threaten our 
own coherence. We are in a condition such that we only take in 
"what happens" to our body, "what happens" to our mind, that 
is, the effect of a body on our body, the effect of an idea on our 
idea. But this is only our body in its own relation, and our mind 
in its own relation, and the other bodies and other minds or 
ideas in their respective relations, and the rules according to 
which all these relations compound with and decompose one an­
other; we know nothing of all this in the given order of our 
knowledge and our consciousness. In short, the conditions un­
der which we know things and are conscious of ourselves con­
demn us to have only inadequate ideas, ideas that are confused and 
mutilated, effects separated from their real causes.4 That is why 
it is scarcely possible to think that little children are happy, or 
that the first man was perfect: ignorant of causes and natures, 

3. Even the mind has a very large number of parts: cf. Ethics, II, 1 5 . 

4. Ethics, 11, 28, 29. 
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reduced to the consciousness of events, condemned to under­
go effects, t hey are slaves of everything, anxious and un­
happy, in proportion to their imperfection. (No one has been 
more forceful than Spinoza in opposing the t heological tradi­
tion of a perfect and happy Adam.)  

How does consciousness calm its anguish? How can Adam 
imagine himself happy and perfect? T hrough the operation of 
a triple i llusion. Since it only takes in effects, consciousness 
will satisfy its ignorance by reversing the order of things, by 
taking effects for causes (the illusion oj final causes): it will con­
strue t he effect of a body on our body as the final cause of its 
own actions. In this way it will take itself for the first cause, 
and will invoke its power over the body (the illusion oj Jree de­
crees). And w here consciousness can no longer imagine itself 
to be t he first cause, nor t he organizer of ends , it invokes a 
God endowed with understanding and volition, operating by 
means of final causes Or free decrees in order to prepare for 
man a world commensurate with His glory and His punish­
ments (the theological illusion).5 Nor does it suffice to say that 
consciousness deludes itself: consciousness is inseparable from 
the triple illusion that constitutes it, the illusion of finality, the 
illusion of freedom, and the theological illusion. Conscious­
ness is only a dream with one's eyes open : "The infant believes 
he freely wants t he milk; the angry child that he freely wants 
vengeance; and the timid, flight. So the drunk believes that it 
is from a free decision of t he mind that he speaks the things he 
later, w hen sober, wishes he had not said."p 

I t  i s  still necessary for consciousness itself to have a cause. 
Spinoza sometimes defines desire as "appetite together with 
consciousness of the appetite. "  But he specifies that t his i s  
only a nominal definition of desire, and that consciousness 
adds nothing to appetite ("we neither strive for, nor will , nei­
t her want, nor desire anything because wejudge it to be good; 
on the contrary. we judge something to be good because we 

5. Ethics, I, appendix. 
6. Ethics, III, 2, schol. 
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strive for it, will it, want it, and desire it"). 7 We need, then, to 
arrive at a real definition of desire, one that at the same time 
shows the "cause" by which consciousness is hollowed out, as it 
were, in the appetitive process. Now, the appetite is nothing else 
but tq.e effort by which each thing strives to persevere in its be­
ing, each body in extension, each mind or each idea in thought 
(conatus). But because this effort prompts us to act differently ac­
cording to the objects encountered, we should say that it is, at 
every moment, determined by the affections that come from the 
objects. These determinative affections are necessarily the cause of the 
consciousness of the conatus. 8 And since the affections are not sep­
arable from a movement by which they cause us to go to a great­
er or lesser perfection ( joy and sadness), depending on whether 
the thing encountered enters into composition with us, or on�he 
contrary ten ds to decompose us, consciousness appears as the 
continual awareness of this passage from greater to lesser, or 
from lesser to greater, as a witness of the variations and determi­
nations of the conatus functioning in relation to other bodies or 
other ideas. The object that agrees with my nature determines 
me to form a superior totality that includes us, the object and 
myself. The object that does not agree with me jeopardizes my 
cohesion, and tends to divide me into subsets, which, in the ex­
treme case, enter into re lations that are incompatible with my 
constitutive relation (death). Consciousness is the passage, or 
rather the awareness of the passage from these less potent total­
ities to more potent ones, and vice versa. It is purely transitive. 
But it is not a property of the Whole or of any specific whole; it 
has only an informational value, and what is more, the informa­
tion is necessarily confused and distorted. Here again, Nietzsche 
is strictly Spinozan when he writes: "The greater activity is un­
conscious; consciousness usually only appears when a whole 
wants to subordinate itself to a superior whole. It is primarily the 
consciousness of this superior whole, of reality external to the 
ego. Consciousness is born in relation to a being of which we 

7. Ethics, III, 9, schol. 
8. Ethics, III, definition of Desire ("in order to involve the cause of this 
consciousness in my definition . .. "). 
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could be a function; it is the means by which we incorporate into 
that being." 

II. A devaluation of all values, and of good and evil in particular (in 
favor of "good" and "bad"): Spinoza the immoralist. 

"Thou shalt not eat of the fruit . . .  ": the anxious, ignorant 
Adam understands these worps as the expression of a prohibi­
tion. And yet, what do they refer to? To a fruit that, as such, will 
poison Adam if he eats it. This is an instance of an encounter 
between two bodies whose characteristic relations are not com­
patible: the fruit will act as a poison; that is, it will determine the 
parts of Adam's body (and paralleling this, the idea of the fruit will 
determine the parts of his mind) to enter into new relations that no 
longer accord with his own essence. But because Adam is ignorant of 
causes, he thinks that God morally forbids him something, 
whereas God only reveals the natural consequence of ingesting 
the fruit . Spinoza is categorical on this point: all the phenomena 
that we group under the heading of Evil , illness , and death, are 
of this type: bad encounters, poisoning, intoxication, relational 
decomposition.9 

In any case, there are always relations that enter into composi­
tion in their particular order, according to the eternal laws of 
nature. There is no Good or Evil, but there is good and bad. 
"Beyond Good and Evil, at least this does not mean: beyond good 
and bad."lo The good is when a body directly compounds its re­
lation with ours, and, with all or part of its power, increases ours. 
A food, for example. For us, the bad is when a body decomposes 
our body's relation, although it still combines with our parts, but 
in ways that do not correspond to our essence, as when a poison 
breaks down the blood. Hence good and bad have a primary, ob­
jective meaning, but one that is relative and partial: that which 
agrees with our nature or does not agree with it. And conse­
quently, good and bad have a secondary meaning, which is sub­
jective and modal, qualifying two types, two modes of man's 
existence. That individual will be called good (or free, or ration-

9. Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 4. And Letter XIX, to Blyenbergh. 
10. Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, First Essay, section 17. 
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aI, or  strong) who strives, insofar a s  he  i s  capable, to organize his 
encounters, to join with whatever agrees with his nature, to 
combine his relation with relations that are compatible with his, 
and thereby to increase his power. For goodness is a matter of 
dyna�ism, power, and the composition of powers. That individ­
wid will be called bad, or servi le, or weak, or foolish, who lives 
haphazard ly, who is content to undergo the effects of his en­
counters, but wails and accuses every time the effect undergone 
does not agree with him and reveals his own impotence. For, by 
lending oneself in this way to whatever encounter in whatever 
circumstance, believing that with a lot of violence or a little 
gui le, one will always extricate oneself, how can one fai l  to have 
more bad encounters than good? How can one keep from de­
stroying oneself through guilt, and others through resentni�nt, 
spreading one's own powerlessness and enslavement every­
where, one's own sickness, indigestions, and poisons? In the end, 
one is unable even to encounter oneself. il 

In this way, Ethics, which is to say, a typology of immanent 
modes of existence, replaces Morality, which always refers exis­
tence to transcendent values. Morality is the judgment of God, 
the system of Judgment. But Ethics overthrows the system of 
judgement. The opposition of values (Good-Evil) is supplanted 
by the qualitative difference of modes of existence (good-bad). 
The i llusion of values is indistinguishable from the illusion of 
consciousness. Because it is content to wait for and take in ef­
fects, consciousness misapprehends all of Nature. Now, al l that 
one needs in order to moralize is to fail to understand.  It is clear 
that we have on ly to misunderstand a law for it to appear to us in 
the form of a moral "You must. " If we do not understand the 
rule of three, we will apply it, we will adhere to it, as a duty. 
Adam does not understand the rule of the relation of his body 
with the fruit, so he interprets God's word as a prohibition. 
Moreover, the confused form of moral law has so compromised 
the law of nature that the philosopher must not speak of natural 
laws, but only of eternal truths: "The application of the word 

1 1 .  Cf. the text on suicide, Ethics, IV, 20 schol. 
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'law' to natural things seems to be metaphorical, and the ordi­
nary meaning of law is simply a command . . . .  " 12 As Nietz­
sche says concerning chemistry, i .e . ,  the science of antidotes 
and poisons, one must be wary of the word law, which has a 
moral aftertaste. 

It  is easy, however, to separate the two domains-that of 
the eternal truths of Nature and that of the moral laws of insti­
tutions-if only one considers their effects. Let us take con­
sciousness at its word: moral law is an imperative; it  has no 
other effect, no other finality than obedience. This obedience 
may be absolutely necessa\ry, and the commands may be justi­
fied, but that is not the is

1
sue. Law, whether moral or social, 

does not provide us with any knowledge; it  makes nothing 
known. At worst, it prevents the formation of knowledge (the 
law of the tyrant). At best, it prepares for knowledge and makes 
it possible (the law of Abraham or of Christ) . Between these two 
extremes, it takes the place of knowledge in those who, be­
cause of their mode of existence, are incapable of knowledge 
(the law of Moses). But in any case, a difference of nature is con­
stantly manifested between knowledge and morality, between 
the relation of command and obedience and the relation of 
the known and knowledge. The tragedy of theology and its 
harmfulness are not just speculative, according to Spinoza; 
they are owing to the practical confusion which theology in­
stills in us between these two orders that differ in nature. At 
the least, theology considers that Scripture lays the founda­
tion for knowledge, even if this knowledge must be developed 
in a rational manner, or even transposed, translated, by rea­
son: whence the hypothesis of a moral, creating, and transcen­
dent God. In this, as we shall see, there is a confusion that 
compromises the whole of ontology; the history of a long error 
whereby the command is mistaken for something to be under­
stood, obedience for knowledge itself, and Being for a Fiat. 
Law is always the transcendent instance that determines the 
opposition of values (Good-Evil), but knowledge is always the 

12 .  Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 4 
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immanent power that determines the qualitative difference of 
modes of existence (good-bad). 

III. A devaluation of all the passions" (in favor ojjoy): Spinoza 
the atheist. 

If Ethics and Morality merely interpreted the same precepts in 
a different way, the distinction between them would only be 
theoretical. This is not the case. Throughout his work, Spinoza 
does not cease to denounce three kinds of personages: the man 
with sad passions; the man who exploits these sad passions, who 
needs them in order to establish his power; and the man who is 
saddened by the human condition and by human passions in 
general (he may make fun of these as much as he disdains them, 
but this mockery is a bad laughter) . lS  The slave, the tyrant, and 
the priest . . .  , the moralist trinity. Since Epicurus and Ldcre­
tius, the deep implicit connection between tyrants and slaves has 
never been more clearly shown: "In despotic statecraft, the su­
preme and essential mystery is to hoodwink the subjects, and to 
mask the fear, which keep,s them down, with the specious garb of 
religion, so that men may fight as bravely for slavery as for safe­
ty, and count it not shame but highest honor to risk their blood 
and lives for the vainglory of a tyrant." 14 This is possible because 
the sad passion is a complex that joins desire's boundlessness to 
the mind's confusion, cupidity to superstition. "Those who most 
ardently embrace every sort of superstition cannot help but be 
those who most immoderately desire external advantages." The 
tyrant needs sad spirits in order to succeed, just as sad spirits 
need a tyrant in order to be content and to multiply. In any case, 
what unites them is their hatred of life, their resentment against 
life. The Ethics draws the portrait of the reseniful man, for whom 
all happiness is an offense, and who makes wretchedness or im­
potence his only passion. "But those who know how to break 
men's minds rather than strengthen them are burdensome both 
to themselves and to others. That is why many, from too great 

1 3 .  Cf. Spinoza's denunciation of "satire": Political 
and Ethics, Ill, preface. 
14 .  Theological- Political Treatise, preface. 

chap. I, 1 ,  
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an impatience of mind, and a false zeal for religion, have pre­
ferred to live among the lower animals rather than among men. 
They are like boys or young men who cannot bear calmly the 
scolding of their parents, and take refuge in the army. They 
choose the inconveniences of war and the discipline of an abso­
lute commander in preference to the conveniences of home and 
the admonitions of a father; and while they take vengeance on 
their parents, they allow all sorts of burdens to be placed on 
them."1& 

There is ,  then, a philosophy of "life" in Spinoza; it  consists 
precisely in den�uncing all that separates us from life, all these 
transcendent values that are turned against l ife, these values 
that are tied to the conditions and illusions of consciousness. 
Life is poisoned by the categories of Good and Evil, of blame and 
merit, of sin and redemption.16 What poisons life is hatred, in­
cluding the hatred that is turned back against oneself in the 
form of guilt. Spinoza traces, step by step, the dreadful concat­
enation of sad passions; first, sadness itself, then hatred, aver­
sion, mockery, fear, despair, morsus conscientiae, pity, 
indignation, envy, humility, repentance, self-abasement, shame, 
regret, anger, vengeance, cruelty . . . .  17 His analysis goes so far 
that even in hatred and security he is able to find that grain of sad­
ness that suffices to make these the feelings of slaves. IS The true 
city offers citizens the love of freedom instead of the hope of re­
wards or even the security of possessions; for "it is slaves, not 
free men, who are given rewards for virtue."19 Spinoza is not 
among those who think that a sad passion has something good 
about it. Before Nietzsche, he denounces all the falsifications of 
life, all the values in the name of which we disparage life. We do 
not live, we only lead a semblance of life; we can only think of 
how to keep from dying, and our whole life is a death worship. 

This critique of sad passions is deeply rooted in the theory of 

1 5. Ethics, IV, appendix, chap. 1 3. 

16 .  Ethics, I, appendix. 
1 7 .  Ethics, III .  

1 8. Ethics, IV, 47, schol. 
1 9. Political Treatise, chap. X, 8.  
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affections. An individual is first of all  a singular essence, which is 
to say, a degree of power. A characteristic relation corresponds 
to this essence, and a certain capacity for being affected corre­
sponds to this degree of power. Furthermore, this relation sub­
sumes parts; this capacity for being affected is necessarily filled 
by affections. Thus, animals are defined less by the abstract no­
tions of genus and species than by a capacity for being affected, 
by the affections of which they are "capable," by the excitations 
to which they react within the limits of their capabil ity. Consid­
eration of genera and species still implies a "morality," whereas 
the Ethics is an ethology which, with regard to men and animals, in 
each case only considers their capacity for being affected. Now, 
from the viewpoint of an ethology of man, one needs first to dis­
tinguish between two sorts of affections: actions, which are\ex­
plained by the nature of the affected individual, and which 
spring from the individual's essence; and passions, which are ex­
plained by something else, and which originate outside the indi­
vidual. Hence the capacity for being affected is manifested as a 
power of acting insofar as i; is assumed to be filled by active affec­
tions, but as a power of being acted upon insofar as it is filled by 
passions. For a given individual, i .e., for a given degree of power 
assumed to be constant within certain limits, the capacity for be­
ing affected itself remains constant within those limits, but the 
power of acting and the power of being acted upon vary greatly, 
in inverse ratio to one another. 

It is necessary to distinguish not only between actions and pas­
sions but also between two sorts of passions. The nature of the 
passions, in any case, is to fill our capacity for being affected 
while separating us from our power of acting, keeping us sepa­
rated from that power. But when we encounter an external body 
that does not agree with our own (Le. ,  whose relation does not 
enter into composition with ours), it is as if the power of that 
body opposed our power, bringing about a subtraction or a fix­
ation; when this occurs, it may be said that our power of acting is 
diminished or blocked, and that the corresponding passions are 
those of sadness. In the contrary case, when we encounter a body 
that agrees with our nature, one whose relation compounds with 
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ours, we may say that its power is added to ours; the passions that 
affect us are those of joy, and our power of acting is increased or 
enhanced. This joy is still a passion, since it has an external 
cause; we still remain separated from our power of acting, pos­
sessing it only in a formal sen se .  This power of acting is nonethe­
less increased proportionally; we "approach" the point of 
conversion, the point of transmutation that will establish our do­
minion, that will make us worthy of action, of active joys. 20 

It i s  thi s theory of the affections as a whole that defines the 
status of the sad passions. Whatever their justification, they rep­
resent the lowest degree of our power, the moment when we are 
most separated from our power of acting, when we are most 
alienated, delivered over to the phantoms of superstition, to the 
mystification s  of the tyrant . The Ethics i s  necessarily an ethics of 
joy: only joy is worthwhile, joy remains, bringing us near to ac­
tion, and to the bliss of action. The sad passions always amount 
to impotence. This will be the threefold practical problem of the 
Ethics: How does one arrive at a maximum of joyful passions?, pro­
ceeding from there · to free and active feelings (although our 
place in Nature seems to condemn us to bad encounters and sad­
nesses). How does one manage to form adequate ideas?, which are 
precisely the source of active feelings (although our natural con­
dition seems to condemn us to have only inadequate ideas of our 
body, of our mind, and of other things) .  How does one become con­
scious of oneself, of God, and of things?-sui et Dei et rerum aeterna 
quadam necessitate conscius (a lthough our consciousness seems in­
separable from illusions). 

The great theories of the Ethics-the oneness of substance, 
the univodty of the attributes, immanence, universal necessity, 
parallelism, etc.-cannot be treated apart from the three practi­
cal the ses  concerning consciousness, values, and the sad pas­
sions. The Ethics i s  a book written twice simultaneously: once in 
the continuous stream of definitions, propositions, demonstra­
tions, and corollaries, which develop the great speculative 
themes with all the rigors of the mind; another time in the 

20. On the two sorts of passions, cf. Ethics, III, general definition of the 
affects. 
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broken chain of scholia, a discontinuous volcanic line, a second 
version underneath the first, expressing all the angers of the 
heart and setting forth the practical theses of denunciation and 
liberation.21 The entire Ethics is a voyage in immanence; but im­
manence is the unconscious itself, and the conquest of the un­
conscious. EthicalJoy is the correlate of speculative affirmation. 

2 1 .  This was a common procedure that consisted in concealing the bol­
dest or least orthodox arguments in appendices Or notes (Bayle's dictio­
nary is a later example). Spinoza renewed the procedure with his 
systematic method of scholia, which refer to each other and are them­
selves connected to the prefaces and appendices, thus forming a second 
subterranean Ethics. 

http:liberation.21
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THE LETTERS ON EVIL 
(correspondence with Blyenbergh) 

The correspondence with Blyenbergh forms a set of eight ex­
tant letters (XVIII-XXIV and XXVII), four for each corre­
spondent, written between December 1 664 and June 1 665 .  
They are e�Jremely interesting from a psychological viewpoint. 
Blyenbergh is a grain broker who writes to question Spinoza 
concerning the problem of evil. Spinoza believes at first that his 
correspondent is motivated by a search for truth, but he soon 
realizes that Blyenbergh has a taste for argument, a desire to be 
right, a mania for judging: an amateur Calvinist theologian in­
stead of a philosopher. Spinoza replies curtly to certain of Blyen­
bergh's impertinences as early as his second letter (XX). And yet 
he continues the correspondence as if he were himself fascinated by 
the subject. Spinoza will not break off until after a visit by Blyen­
bergh, and when the latter begins to raise questions of every 
sort, going beyond the problem of evil. Now this is precisely 
where the profound interest of this group of letters resides: they 
are the only long texts in which Spinoza considers the problem 
of evil per se, risking analyses and statements that have no equiv­
alent in his other writings. 

As for BIyenbergh, he does not at all appear to be stupid or 
confused, as he is often said to be (his faults are elsewhere). Al­
though he does not know the Ethics, and he begins his first letter 
with remarks on Spinoza's exposition of Descartes' philosophy, 
he raises one basic question after another, questions that go to 
the heart of Spinozism; he forces Spinoza to give example on ex­
ample, to develop paradoxes, to isolate a very strange concep-

30 
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tion of evil. It is as if the love of truth led Spinoza to shed his char­
acteristic caution, to drop his mask, even in front of an individual 
who he senses is hostile or hateful, and concerning a delicate sub­
ject. The great rationalist theory according to which evil is nothing 
is doubtless a commonplace of the seventeenth century, but the 
way in which Spinoza will radically transform it is the essential 
business oCthe correspondence with Blyenbergh. If evil is noth­
ing, in Spinoza's view, this is not because only good has being and 
produces being, but on the contrary because good has no more 
being than does evil, and because being is beyond good and evil .  

Blyenbergh begins with a general question that he addresses to 
the Cartesians: How can God be the cause of "evil wills" such as 
Adam's will to eat of the forbidden fruit? Now, Spinoza answers 
immediately on his own behalf (it is only later, in Letter XXI, that 
he will return to Descartes, pointing out certain differences be­
tween Descartes and himself). And he is not satisfied with explain­
ing the general sense in which evil is nothing. Taking up 
Blyenbergh's example, he replies: "The prohibition to Adam 
consisted only in this: God revealed to Adam that eating of that 
tree caused death, just as he also reveals to us through the natural 
intellect that poison is deadly to us (XIX)." In other words, God 
does not prohibit anything, but he informs Adam that the fruit, by 
virtue of its composition, 'l.Vill decompose Adam's body. The fruit will act 
like arsenic. At the outset, then, we find Spinoza's basic thesis: 
what is bad should be conceived of as an intoxication, a poisoning, 
an indigestion-or even, taking account of individuating factors, 
as an intolerance or an allergy. And Blyenbergh understands this 
very well: "You omit the things I call vice because they are con­
trary to your singular nature, but not because they contain vice in 
themselves. You omit doing them as we omit eating food that our 
nature finds disgusting" -but what of a nature that does not have 
this intolerance, and that "loves" crime (XXII)? How can a per­
sonal disgust constitute a virtue?l Blyenbergh adds another very 
interesting question, to which Spinoza will not reply directly: Is it 
only through experience that one can know that a thing is poi-

I .  In XXI, Spinoza had said: "As for myself, I abstain from those things, 
or try to, because they are explicitly contrary to my singular nature . . . .  " 
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sonous? I s  evil only an experiential matter, a posteriori, and in 
that case, what is the meaning of "revelation" or "knowledge" 
(XX)? 

At this leve l  of exactness, where the problem has immediate­
ly been carried, one must ask in what a poisoning consists ac­
cording to Spinoza. Each body has parts, "a very large number 
of parts"; but these parts belong to it only in terms of a certain 
relation (of motion and rest) that characterizes it. The situation 
is very complex, for composite bodies have parts of very differ­
ent orders, which enter into relations that are themselves di­
verse; these diverse relations compound to form the 
characteristic or dominant relation ofa given individual, at this 
or that level. Hence there is an interlocking of relations for 
each body, and from one body to another, and this constitutes 
the "form." For example, as Spinoza shows in a letter to Olden­
burgh (XXXII) ,  chyle and lymph are two bodies, each deter­
mined by its own relation, which compose the blood according 
to a third, dominant relation. The blood in turn is part of an 
animal or human body, determined by another characteristic 
or dominant relation. And there are no two bodies whose rela­
tions are identical-for example, individuals with exactly the 
same blood. What happens then in the case of poisoning? Or in 
the case of allergy (since the individual factors of each relation 
must be taken into account)? In these cases, it appears that one 
of the constitutive relations of the body is destroyed, decom­
posed. And death occurs when the body's characteristic or 
dominant relation is determined to be destroyed: "I under­
stand the body to die when its parts are so disposed that they 
acquire a different relation of motion and rest."2 Spinoza thus 
makes c lear what is meant by a relation being destroyed or de­
composed. This occurs when the relation, which is itself an 
eternal truth, i s  no longer realized by actual parts. What has 
been done away with is not the relation, which i s  eternally true, 
but rather the parts between which it was established and which 
have now assumed another relation.s For example, the poison 

2. Ethics, IV, 39, schol. 
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has decomposed the blood, i.e., has determined the parts of the 
blood to come under different relations that characterize other 
bodies (it is no longer blood . . .  ). Here again, Blyenbergh un­
derstands very well, and will say in his last letter (XXIV) that the 
same conclusion must hold for the soul: being itself composed of 
a very large number of parts, it should undergo the same disinte­
gration, witn its parts passing into other, non-human souls . . . .  

Thus Spinoza gives a special meaning to the classical thesis 
holding that evil is nothing. In his view, in any case, there are al­
ways relations that agree with one another (for example, the agree­
ment .between a poison and the new relations into which the 
parts of the blood enter). But relations that agree, according to 
the natural order, do not necessarily coincide with the preserva- . 
tion of a particular relation, which may be dissolved, that is� 
cease to be realized. In this sense there is no evil (in itself), but 
there is that which is bad (for me): "Those things are good which 
bring about the preservation of the relation of motion and rest 
the human body's parts have to one another; on the other hand, 
those things are bad which bring it about that the parts of the 
human body have a different relation of motion and rest to one 
another."4 Every object whose relation agrees with mine (con­
venientia) will be called good; every object whose relation decom­
poses mine, even though it agrees with other relations, will be 
called bad (disconvenientia). 

And no doubt, when one goes into the details, the situation 
becomes more and more complicated. To begin with, we have 
many constituent relations, so that one and the same object can 
agree with us in one respect and disagree with us in another. Sec­
ondly, each of our relations itself enjoys a certain latitude, so 
much so that it varies considerably from childhood to old age 
and death. Furthermore, illness or other circumstances can alter 

3. It is along these lines that Spinoza could reply to Blyenbergh's pre­
vious objection: being eternal truths, relations and their laws of compo­
sition can be the object of a true knowledge or a revelation, although, 
under natural conditions, we need to go by way of an experience of the 
parts that realize these relations. 
4. Ethics, IV, 39,  pro 
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these relations to such an extent that one wonders if it is the 
same individual who goes on living; in this sense, there are dead 
persons who do not wait for the transformation of their body 
into a corpse. Lastly, the modification can be such that the modi­
fied part of ourselves behaves like a poison that disintegrates the 
other parts and turns against them (certain diseases, and, in the 
extreme case, suicide.)5 

The model of poisoning is valid for all these cases in their 
complexity. It applies not only to the harm that we suffer, but to 
the harm that we do. We are not only poisoned, we are also poi­
soners; we act as toxins and poisons. B lyenbergh himself invokes 
three examples. With the act of killing, I destroy the characteris­
tic relation of another human body. With the act of stealing, I 
destroy the relation that joins a man and his property. And simi­
larly with the act of �dultery, what is destroyed is the relation 
with the marriage partner, the characteristic relation of a cou­
ple, which, though it is an instituted, contractual social relation, 
nevertheless constitutes an individuality of a certain type. 

With this model in view, Blyenbergh raises a first series of ob­
jections: 1) How can one distinguish vice from virtue, a crime 

5. Two excellent texts of the Ethics examine these various situations: 
IV, 20 schol., and 39 schol. In them Spinoza considers, first, the case of 
survivals in name only, when certain biological functions are main­
tained while all other relations have disintegrated; secondly, the case of 
self-destruction, when certain relations have changed so much due to 
external influences that they bring about the destruction of the whole 
(thus suicide, where "external causes so dispose the imagination, and so 
affect the body, that it takes on another nature, contrary to the for­
mer"). Certain modern medical problems seem to correspond exactly 
to Spinoza's themes; for example, the so-called "autoimmune" diseases 
which we will consider later; or the polemic around the attempts to 
keep alive artificially bodies that are "naturally" dead. The courageous 
statements of Dr. Schwartzenberg, recently, seem to take their inspira­
tion spontaneously from a genuine Spinozism. Thus Schwartzenberg 
says that death is not a biological problem but rather a metaphysical or 
ethical problem. Cf. Spinoza, IV, 39 schol.: "No reason compels me to 
maintain that the body does not die unless it is changed into a corpse. 
And, indeed, experience seems to urge a different conclusion. Some­
times a man undergoes such changes that I should hardly have said he 
was the same man." 
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from ajust act? 2) How can one refer evil to  a pure nonbeing for 
which God is not responsible and of which He is not the cause? 
Indeed, if it were true that there are always relations that enter 
into composition, whi le others, are decomposed, one would have 
to acknowledge, on the one hand, that everything amounts to 
the same, "the whole world would be put in an eternal and last­
ing confusion, and we men would be made like the beasts"; and, 
on the other hand, that evil exists to the same degree as good, 
since there is no less positivity in the sexual act performed with 
another man's wife than there is with one's own wife (XX). 

Concerning the possibility and the necessity of distinguishing, 
Spinoza upholds all the rights of a logic of action, but this logic is 
so particular that his responses appear extreme ly obscure. "For 
example, Nero's matricide, insofar as it comprehends som� 
thing positive, was not knavery. For Orestes, too, performed the 
same external action, and with the saine intention of killing his 
mother. Nevertheless, he is not blamed, or at least, not as severe­
ly as Nero is .  What, then, was Nero"s knavery? Nothing but this: 
he showed by that act that he was ungrateful, without compas­
sion, and disobedient . : . God was not the cause of this, but was 
the cause of Nero's act and intention" (XXIII). In this instance, 
a difficult text will be explained by the Ethics. What is positive or 
good in the act of beating? Spinoza asks.6 What is good is that 
this act (raising my arm, closing my fist, moving rapidly and 
forcefully) expresses a power of my body; it expresses what my 
body can do in a certain relation. What is bad in this act? The 
bad appears when the act is associated with the image of a thing 
whose relation is decomposed by that very act (I kill someone by 
beating him). The same act would have been good if it had been 
associated with the image of a thing whose re lation agreed with 
it (e.g., hammering iron). Which means that an act is bad when­
ever it directly decomposes a relation, whereas it is good when­
ever it directly compounds its relation with other relations. 7 I t  
might be objected that in any case there i s  both composition 

6. Ethics, IV, 59, schol. 
7. Concerning "direct" and "indirect," Ethics, IV, cor. and schol. 
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and decomposition, a decomposition of some relations and a 
composition of others. But what matters is knowing whether the 
act is associated with the image of a thing insofar as that thing can 
compound with it, or, on the contrary, insofar as it is decom­
posed by it. Let us return to the two matricides: Orestes kills Cly­
temnestra, but she has killed Agamemnon, Orestes' father; so 
Orestes' act is precisely and directly associated with the image of 
Agamemnon, with Agamemnon's characteristic relation as an 
eternal truth with which the act agrees. But when Nero kills Ag­
rippina his act is associated only with the image of his mother, 
which it directly decomposes. It is in this sense that he shows he 
is "ungrateful, without compassion, and disobedient." Similarly, 
when I strike a blow "with anger or hatred," I join my action to 
an image of something that does not agree with the action, but 
on the contrary is deco�posed by it. In short, there is certainly a 
distinction between vi<;e and virtue, between a good and a bad 
action; but this distinction does not bear on the act itself or its 
image ("no action considered in itself alone is good or bad"); nor 
does it bear on the intention. It only concerns the determina­
tion, that is, the image of the thing with which the image of the 
act is associated, or more exactly, the relating of two relations, 
the image of the act in its own relation and the image of the 
thing in its relation. Is the act associated with an image of some­
thing whose relation it decomposes, or to something to which it 
joins its own relation? 

If this is indeed the point of distinction, one understands in 
what sense evil is nothing. For, from the standpoint of nature or 
God, there are always relations that compound, and nothing but rela­
tions that compound in accordance with eternal laws. Whenever an 
idea is adequate, it precisely captures at least two bodies, mine 
and another, insofar as they compound their relations ("com­
mon notion"). On the other hand, there is no adequate idea of 
bodies that disagree, no adequate idea of a body that disagrees 
with mine, insofar as it disagrees. In this sense, evil, or rather 
bad, only exists in terms of inadequate ideas and in the affections 
of sadness that follow from them (hatred, anger, etc.).8 

But, here again, everything will be called back into question. 

http:XXIII).l1
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Let us suppose, then, that evil i s  nothing from the standpoint of 
relations that compound according to the laws of nature, can the 
same be said concerning the essences that are expressed in these 
relations? Spinoza acknowledges that, while the acts or deeds 
may be equally perfect, the actors are not, the essences are not 
equally perfect (XXIII).9 And these singular essences them­
selves are not constituted in the same way as the individual rela­
tions are composed. Hence, are there not singular essences that 
are irreducibly associated with badness-which would suffice to 
reintroduce the position of an absolute evil? Are there not singu­
lar essences to which it pertains to poison? Thus Blyenbergh 
raises a second series of objections: does it not pertain to certain 
essences to commit crimes, to kill others or even to kill them­
selves (XXII)? Are there not essences that find in crime, not a 
poison, but a delicious food? And the objection is carried over 
from the evil of malice to the evil of misfortune: for, whenever a 
misfortune befalls me, that is, whenever one of my relations is 
decomposed, this event pertains to my essence, even if other re­
lations compound in nature. It can therefore pertain to my es­
sence to become a criminal . .  . (XX and XXII). Does not 
Spinoza himself speak of the "affections of essence"?lO Hence, 
even if one grants that Spinoza has managed to expel evil from 
the order of individual relations, it is not certain that he man­
ages to expel it from the order of singular essences, that is, of 
singularities deeper than those relations. 

Spinoza's reply is terse: if crime pertained to my essence, it 
would be pure and simple virtue (XXIII) . l 1  But the whole ques-

8. Ethics, IV, 64. 

9. "If the question is 'Whether the two acts [of the just man and the 
thiefj, insofar as they are something real, and caused by God, are not 
equally perfect?' then I say that, if we consider the acts alone, and in 
such a way, it may well be that both are equally perfect. If you then ask 
'Whether the thief and the just man are not equally perfect and 
blessed?' then I answer 'no.' " 

1 0 .  EthicsJ lII, Definition of desire. 
1 1 . "If anyone sees that he can live better on the gallows than at his 
table, he would act very foolishly if he did not go hang himself. One 
who saw clearly that in fact he would enjoy a better and more perfect 
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tion is precisely this: what is meant by pertain to essence? What 
pertains to an essence is always a state, that is, a reality, a per­
fection that expresses a power or capacity for being affected. 
Now, a person is not malicious, or unfortunate, according to 
the affections he has, but according to the affections he does 
not have. The blind man cannot be affected by l ight, nor the 
malicious man by an intel lectual light. If he is said to be mali­
cious or unfortunate, this i s  not because of the state he has, 
but because of a state he does not have or no longer has. Now 
an essence cannot have any other state than its own, just as it 
cannot have any other essence. "For then vision no more per­
tains to that man without contradiction than it does to the 
stone . . .  Similarly, when we attend to the nature of a man 
who is led by an appetite for sensual pleasure, we compare his 
present appetite with tp.at which he had at another time . . .  , 
the better appetite no more pertains to that man's nature than 
it does to the nature of the Devil, or of a stone" (XXI). There­
fore, evil no more exists in the order of essences than it does in 
the order of relations; for, just as it never consists in a rela­
tion, but only in a relation between relations, evil is never in a 
state or in an essence, but in a comparison of states that has no 
more validity than a comparison of essences. 

It is here, however, that Blyenbergh protests the most: if I 
am not authorized to compare two essences in order to re­
proach one of them with not having the powers of the other 
(cf. the stone that doesn't  see) , is this also the case when I com­
pare two states of the same essence, where there is a real pas­
sage from one state to the other, a decrease or disappearance 
of a power that I had before? "If I become more imperfect 
than I was before, I will have become worse inasmuch as I will 
be less perfect"(XX). Doesn't  Spinoza assume an instanta­
neousness of essence that makes all becoming and all duration 
incomprehensible? "In your view nothing else pertains to es-

life or essence by being a knave than by following virtue would also be a 
fool if he were not a knave. For acts of knavery would be virtue in rela­
tion to such a perverted human nature." 
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sence than what it has at that moment when it is perceived" 
(XXU).12 It is all the more curious that Spinoza, weary of this 
correspondence, does not answer Blyenbergh concerning this 
point, because in the Ethics, he himself underscores the reality of 
the passage to a lesser perfection: "sadness." In the latter there 
is something that does not come down to the privation of a great­
er perfection, nor to the comparison of two states of perfec­
tion. 1 3  In sadness there is something irreducible, something that 
is neither negative nor extrinsic: a passage that is experienced 
and is real. A duration. There is something that testifies to an 
ultimate irreducibility of the "bad": it is sadness as a diminution 
of the power of acting or of the capacity for being affected, a 
sadness that is manifested in the despair of the unfortunate as 
well as in the hatreds of the malicious (even the joys of malice are 
reactive in the sense that they depend closely on the sadness in­
flicted on the enemy). I4 Far from denying the existence of dura­
tion, Spinoza defines the continual variations of existence by 
duration, and seems in fact to consider it as the last refuge of the 
bad. 

What pertains to essence is only a state or an affection. What 
pertains to essence is only the state insofar as it expresses an ab­
solute quantity of reality or of perfection. And no doubt the 
state or the affection do not merely express an absolute quantity 
of reality, they also involve a variation of the power of acting, an 

1 2. In XXI, Spinoza had said: "Although God knew the past and pres­
ent of Adam, he did not on that account understand that Adam was de­
prived of the past state, i.e . ,  that the past state pertained to his present 
nature." 
13 .  ( 1 )  Ethics, III, definition of sadness: "We cannot say that sadness 

consists in the privation of a greater perfection. For a privation is noth­
ing, whereas the affect of sadness is an act, which can therefore be no 
other act than that of passing to a lesser perfection . . .  "; (2) General 
definition of the affects: "When I say a greater or lesser force of exist­
ing than before, I do not understand that the mind compares its body's 
present constitution with a past constitution, but that the idea which 
constitutes the form of the affect affirms of the body something which 
really involves more or less of reality than before ." 
14 .  Cf. Ethics, III ,  20 (and the whole linked series of sad passions). 
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increase or a diminution, a joy or a sadness. But this variation 
does not pertain, as such, to essence; it only pertains to existence 
or duration, and concerns only the genesis of the state in exis­
tence. The fact remains that the states of essence are very differ­
ent depending on whether they are produced in existence by an 
increase or by a diminution. When an external state involves an 
increase of our power of acting, it is joined by another state that de­
pends on this very power. In this way, says Spinoza, the idea of 
something that agrees with us, that enters into composition with 
us, leads us to form an adequate idea of ourselves and of God. It 
is as if the external state were compounded by a happiness that 
depends on us alone.15  On the contrary, when the external state 
involves a diminution, it can only be linked with other inad­
equate and dependent states-unless our power has already 
reached the point where nothing can impair it. In short, the 
states of essence are always as perfect as they can be, but they 
differ according to their law of production in existence. They 
express in essence an absolute quantity of reality, but one that 
corresponds to the variation which they involve in existence. 

In this sense, existence is a test. But it is a physical or chemical 
test, an experimentation, the contrary of a Judgment. This is 
why the entire correspondence with Blyenbergh turns on the 
theme of God's judgment: does God have an understanding, a 
will, and passions that make him a judge according to Good and 
Evil? In reality, we are never judged except by ourselves and ac­
cording to our states. The physical-chemical test of states consti­
tutes Ethics, as opposed to . moral judgment. Essence, our 
singular essence, is not instantaneous; it is eternal. But the eter­
nity of essence does not come afterwards; it is strictly contempo­
raneous, coexistent with existence in duration. This eternal and 
singular essence is the intense part of ourselves that expresses 
itself relationally as an eternal truth; and existence is the set of 
extensive parts that belongs to us under this durative relation. If 

1 5. This is the whole movement of the beginning of Part V: the joyful 
passions, and the inadequate ideas on which they depend, link up with 
adequate ideas and "active" joys, whereas the sadnesses are linked only 
with other sadnesses and other inadequate ideas. 
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during our existence we have been able to compose these parts 
so as to increase our power of acting, we have at the same time 
experienced a proportionally greater number of affections that 
depend only on ourselves, that is, on the intense part of our­
selves. If, on the contrary, we have always been engaged in de­
stroying or decomposing our own parts and those of others, our 
intense or eternal part, our essential part, has and cannot help 
but have only a small number of affections that come from itself, 
and no happiness that depends on it. This is the ultimate differ­
ence, therefore, between the good man and the bad man: the 
good or strong individual is the one who exists so fully or so in­
tensely that he has gained eternity in his lifetime, so that death, 
always extensive, always external, is of little signifi<;ance to him. 
The ethical test is therefore the contrary of the deferred judg­
ment: instead of restoring a moral order, it confirms, here and 
now, the immanent order of essences and their states. Instead of 
a synthesis that distributes rewards and punishments, the ethical 
test is content with analyzing our chemical composition (the test 
of gold or clay). 1 6 , 

We have three components: 1 )  our singular eternal essence; 
2) our characteristic relations (of motion and rest) or our capaci­
ties for being affected, which are also eternal truths; 3) the ex­
tensive parts, which define our existence in duration and which 
pertain to our essence insofar as they realize this or that relation 
of ours (in the same way that the external affections fulfill our 
capacity for being affected). There is "badness" only at the level 
of this last stratum of nature. The bad occurs when extensive 
parts that belong to us in a relation are caused by external fac­
tors to enter into other relations; or when we meet with an affec­
tion that exceeds our capacity for being affected. In this event, 
we say that our relation is decomposed, or that our capacity for 
being affected is destroyed. But in fact our relation only ceases 
to be realized by extensive parts, or our capacity by external af­
fections, without losing any of their eternal truth. All that we 
call bad is strictly necessary, and yet comes from the outside: the 

1 6. Concerning the test of clay, Letter LXXllII, to Oldenburg. 
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necessity of accidents. Death is all the more necessary because it 
always comes from without. To begin with, there is an average 
duration of existence: given a relation, there is an average dura­
tion in which it can be realized. But, further, accidents and ex­
ternal affections can interrupt its realization at any moment. It is 
death 's necessity that makes us believe that it is internal to our­
selves. But in fact the destructions and decompositions do not 
concern either our relations in themselves or our essence. They 
only concern our extensive parts which belong to us for the time 
being, and then are determined to enter into other relations 
than our own. This is why the Ethics, in Part IV, attaches a good 
deal of importance to the apparent phenomena of self-destruc­
tion; in reality, what is involved is always a group of parts that 
are determined to enter into other relations and consequently 
behave like foreign bodies inside us. This is what occurs with the 
"autoimmune diseases."  A group of cells whose relation is dis­
turbed by an external agent, typically a virus, will be destroyed 
by our characteristic (immune) system. Or, inversely, with sui­
cide: this time the disturbed group gets the upper hand and, in a 
different relation, induces our other parts to desert our charac­
teristic system ("unknown external causes so affect the body that 
one takes on another nature, contrary to the former . . .  "). 1 7  

Hence the universal model of poisoning, dear to Spinoza. 
It is true that our extensive parts and our external affections, 

insofar as they realize one of our relations, pertain to our es­
sence. But they do not "constitute" this relation or that essence. 
Moreover, there are two ways of pertaining to essence. "Affection 
of essence" is to be understood first in a purely objective way: 
the affection does not depend on our essence but on external 
causes acting in existence. Now, these affections sometimes in­
hibit or jeopardize the realization of our relations (sadness as a 
diminution of the power of acting), and sometimes strengthen 
or augment it (joy as an increase). And it is only in the latter case 
that the external or "passive" affection i s  compounded by an ac­
tive affection which depends strictly on our power of acting and 

17. Ethics, IV, 20 
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is internal to, constitutive of, our essence: an active joy, a self­
affection of essence, such that the genitive now becomes autono­
mous and causal. In this way, pertaining to essenCe takes on a new 
meaning that excludes evil and badness. Not that we are thus re­
duced to our own essence; on the contrary, these internal, im­
munal affections are the forms by means of which we become 
conscious of'ourselves, of other things, and of God, from within 
and eternally, essentially (the third kind of knowledge, intu­
ition). Now, the more we attain to these self-affections during 
our existence, the less we lose in losing existence. in dying or 
even in suffering, and the better we will be able to say in fact that 
evil was nothing, or that nothing bad, or almost nothing, per­
tained to essence.IS 

1 8 . Spinoza invokes an inversely proportional variation, in fact: the 
more inadequate and sad ideas we have, the greater, relatively, is the 
part of ourselves that dies; on the other hand, the more adequate ideas 
and active joys we have, the greater is "the part that remains and the 
greater the part that is not touched by bad affects" (cf. Ethics, V, 38-40. 
These propositions in Part V on the two parts of the mind are crucial. 
They would have allowed Spinoza to reply to the objection that Blyen­
bergh made in his last letter, concerning the existence of "parts of the 
mind"). 
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Chapter Four 
" .. -----@........--... .  

INDEX OF THE MAIN 

CONCEPTS OF THE ETHICS 

ABSOLUTE.-l .  Qualifies substance as constituted by all the 
attributes, while each attribute is on ly infinite in its kind. Of 
course infinite in a kind does not at all imply a privation of the 
other kinds, nor even an opposition with respect to them, but 
only a real distinction that does not prevent all these infinite 
forms from referring to the same, ontologically unary Being 
(Ethics, I, def. 6 and exp. ). The absolute is precisely the nature of 
this being, whereas the infinite is only a property of each "kind" 
or of each of the attributes. Spinozism in its entirety can be seen 
as a movement beyond the infinitely perfect as a property, to­
wards the absolutely infinite as Nature. Its "displacement" of 
the ontological proof consists in this movement. 

2. Qualifies the powers of God, an absolute power of existing 
and acting, an absolute power of thinking and comprehending 
(I , 1 1 , schol.: injinitam absolute potentiam existendi; I, 3 1 ,  dem.:  ab­
solutam cogitationem). Hence there appear to be two halves of the 
absolute, or rather two powers of the absolute, which are equal 
and are not to be confused with the two attributes that we know. 
Concerning the equality of these two powers, Ethics, II, 7, cor. 

ABSTRACTIONS.-What is essential is the difference in na­
ture that Spinoza establishes between abstract concepts and 
common notions (II ,  40, schol. 1 ) .  A common notion is the idea 
of something in common between two or more bodies that agree 
with each other, Le., that compound their respective relations 
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according to laws, and affect one another in keeping with this 
intrinsic agreement or composition. Thus a common notion ex­
presses our capacity for being affected and is explained by our 
power of comprehending. On the contrary, an abstract idea 
arises when our capacity for being affected is exceeded and we 
are content with imagining instead of comprehending: we no 
longer seek to understand the relations that enter into composi­
tion; we only retain an extrinsic sign, a variable perceptible char­
acteristic that strikes our imagination, and that we set up as an 
essential trait while disregarding the others (man as an animal of 
erect stature, or as an animal that laughs, that speaks, a rational 
animal, a featherless biped, etc.). For the unity of composition, 
the composition of intelligible relations, for the internal struc­
tures (fabrica), we substitute a crude attribution of perceptible 
similarities and differences, and we establish continuities, dis­
continuities, and arbitrary analogies in Nature. 

In a sense, abstraction presupposes fiction, since it consists in 
explaining things by means of images (and in substituting, for 
the internal nature of bodies, the effect of those bodies on our 
own). In another sense, fiction presupposes abstraction, because 
it is itself composed of abstracts that change into one another 
according to an order of association or even external transfor­
mation (Treatise on the Intellect, 62-64: "If we should say that 
men changed into beasts, that is said very generally . . .  "). We 
will see how the inadequate idea combines the abstract and the 
fictitious. 

The fictitious abstracts are of different types. First, there are 
the classes, species, and kinds, defined by a variable perceptible 
characteristic that is determined as specific or generic (the dog, 
a barking animal, etc.). Now, rejecting this way of defining by 
kind and specific difference, Spinoza suggests a completely dif­
ferent way, linked to the common notions: beings will be defined 
by their capacity for being affected, by the affections of which they 
are capable, the excitations to which they react, those by which 
they are unaffected, and those which exceed their capacity and 
make them ill or cause them to die. In this way, one will obtain a 
classification of beings by their power; one will see which beings 
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agree with which others, and which do not agree with one an­
other, as well as who can serve as food for whom, who is social 
with whom, and according to what relations. A man, a horse, 
and a dog; or, more to the point, a philosopher and a drunkard, 
a hunting dog and a watchdog, a racehorse and a plow horse­
are distinguished from one another by their capacity for being 
affected, and first of all by the way in which they fulfill and satis­
fy their life, vita illa qua unumquodque est contentum (Ethics, III, 
57).  Hence there are types that are more or less general, that do 
not have the same criteria at all as the abstract ideas of kind and 
species. Even the attributes are not specific differences that 
would determine substance as kind; nor are they themselves 
kinds, although each one is called infinite in its kind (but "kind" 
here only indicates a form of necessary existence that constitutes 
for substance an infinite capacity for being affected, the modes 
of the attribute being the affections themselves). 

Second, there is number. Number is the correlate of the ab­
stract ideas, since things are counted as members of classes, 
kinds, and species. In this sense, number is an "aid to the imagi­
nation" (Letter XII, to Meyer). Number is itself an abstract inso­
far as it applies to the existing modes "considered in the 
abstract," apart from the way in which they follow from sub­
stance and relate to one another. On the contrary, the concrete 
view of Nature discovers the infinite everywhere, whereas noth­
ing is infinite by reason of the number of its parts-neither sub­
stance, of which an infinity of attributes is immediately affirmed 
without going through 2 ,  3 , 4 . . . (Letter LXIV, to Schuller), nor 
the existing mode, which has an infinity of parts-but it is not 
because of their number that there is an infinity of them (Let­
ter LXXI, to Tschirnhaus). Hence not only does the numerical 
distinction not apply to substance-the real distinction between 
attributes is never numerical-but it does not even adequately 
apply to modes, because the numerical distinction expresses the 
nature of the mode and of the modal distinction only abstractly 
and only for the imagination. 

Third, there are the transcendentals. Here it is no longer a 
question of specific or generic characteristics by which one es-
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tablishes external differences between beings, but of a concept 
of Being or concepts coextensive with Being, to which one 
grants a transcendental value and which one counterposes to 
nothingness (being/nonbeing, unity/plural ity, true/false, 
good/ evi l ,  order/disorder, beauty/ugliness, perfect ion/im­
perfection . . .  ) .  One presents as a transcendent value that 
which only has an immanent sense, and one defines by an ab­
solute opposition that which only has a relative opposition: 
thus Good and Evil are abstracts of good and bad , which are 
said concern ing a definite existing mode and which qualify 
the latter 's �ffections according to the direction of the vari­
ations of its power of acting (Ethics, IV, preface). 

The geometric beings pose a special problem. Their figure be­
longs to the abstracts, or beings of reason, in every sense: it is 
defined by a specific property; it is an object of measure, mea­
sure being an aid of the same sort as number; and above all, it 
involves a non-being (Letter L, to Je1les). However, we can assign 
an adequate cause to geometric beings, whereas the other be­
ings of reason imply igno!ance of the true causes. We can in fact 
replace the specific definition of a figure (e.g. ,  the circle as a lo­
cus of points equidistant from one and the same point called the 
center) by a genetic definition (the circle as a figure described by 
any line of which one end is fixed and the other movable, Trea­
tise on the Intellect, 95-96; or the sphere as a figure described by 
the rotation of a semicircle, idem, 72). Doubtless this still in­
volves a fiction, in keeping with the relation of the abstract and 
the fictitious. For no circle or sphere is engendered in this way 
by Nature; no singular essence is assigned thereby; and the con­
cept of a line, or a semicircle, does not in any way contain the 
motion that is ascribed to it. Whence the expression:fingo ad libi­
tum causam (idem, 72) .  Yet, even when real things are produced 
in the same way as the ideas that represent them, this is not what 
makes the ideas true, since their truth does not depend on the 
object but on the autonomous power of thinking (idem, 72). So 
the fictitious cause of the geometric being can be a good starting 
point, provided we use it to discover our power of comprehend­
ing, as a springboard for reaching the power of God (God deter-
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determining the movement of the line or the semicircle). For 
with the idea of God all fictions and abstractions cease, and ideas 
follow from it in their order just as real singular things are pro­
duced in theirs (idem, 73 , 75 ,  76). This is why the geometric no­
tions are fictions capable of conjuring away the abstract to which they 
relate, and capable of conjuring themselves away. Consequently they 
are closer to the common notions than to the abstracts; they im­
ply, in the Treatise on the Intellect, a foreshadowing of what the 
common notions will be in the Ethics. We will see, in fact, how 
the latter maintain a complex relationship with the imagination; 
and in any case, the geometric method will preserve its full 
meaning and extension. 

ACT. Cf. Power. 

ACTION. Cf. Affections. 

ADEQUATE -INADEQUATE. Cf. Idea. 

AFFECTIONS, AFFECTS.-I .  The affections (affectio) are the 
modes themselves. The modes are the affections of substance or 
of its attributes (Ethics, I, 25,  cor. ; I, 30, dem.). These affections 
are necessarily active, since they are explained by the nature of 
God as adequate cause, and God cannot be acted upon. 

2. At a second level, the affections designate that which hap­
pens to the mode, the modifications of the mode, the effects of 
other modes on it. These affections are therefore images or cor­
poreal traces first of all (Ethics, II, post. 5; II, 1 7 , schol. ;  III,  post. 
2); and their ideas involve both the nature of the affected body 
and that of the affecting external body (II, 1 6) .  "The affections 
of the human body whose ideas present external bodies as pres­
ent in us, we shall call images of things . . .  And when the mind 
regards bodies in this way, we shall say that it imagines. "  

3 .  But these image affections or  ideas form a certain state (con­
stitutio) of the affected body and mind, which implies more or 
less perfection than the preceding state. Therefore, from one 
state to another, from one image or idea to another, there are 
transitions, passages that are experienced, durations through 
which we pass to a greater or a lesser perfection. Furthermore, 
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these states, these affections, images or ideas are not separable 
from the duration that attaches them to the preceding state and 
makes them tend towards the next state. These continual dura­
tions or variations of perfection are called "affects," or feelings 
(affectus). 

It has been remarked that as a general rule the affection (affec­
tio) is said directly of the body, while the affect (affectus) refers to 
the mind. But the real difference does not reside there. It is be­
tween the body's affection and idea, which involves the nature 
of the external body, and the affect, which involves an increase 
or decrease of the power of acting, for the body and the mind 
alike. The affectio refers to a state of the affected body and im­
plies the presence of the affecting body, whereas the affectus re­
fers to the passage from one state to another, taking into 
account the correlative variation of the affecting bodies. Hence 
there is a difference in nature between the image affections or 
ideas and the feeling affects, although the feeling affects may be 
presented as a particular type of ideas or affections: "By affect I 
understand affections of the body by which the body's power of 
acting is increased or diminished, aided or restrained . . . .  " (III, 
def. 3); "An affect that is called a passion of the mind is a con­
fused idea, by which the mind affirms of its body, or ofSome part 
of it, a greater or lesser force of existing than before . . . .  " (III, 
gen. def. of the affects). It  is certain that the affect implies an 
image or idea, and follows from the latter as from its cause (II,  
ax. 3). But it is not confined to the image or idea; it is of another 
nature, being purely transitive, and not indicative or representa­
tive, since it is experienced in a lived duration that involves the 
difference between two states. This is why Spinoza shows that 
the affect is not a comparison of ideas, and thereby rejects any in­
tellectualist interpretation: "When I say a greater or lesser force 
of existing than before, I do not understand that the mind com­
pares its body's  present constitution with a past constitution, but 
that the idea which constitutes the form of the affect affirms of 
the body something which really involves more or less of reality 
than before."  (III, gen. def.). 

An existing mode is defined by a certain capacity for being af-



50 I Gilles Deleuze 

fected (III, post. 1 and 2). When it encounters another mode, it 
can happen that this other mode is "good" for it, that is, enters 
into composition with it, or on the contrary decomposes it and is 
"bad" for it .  In the first case, the existing mode passes to a great­
er perfection; in the second case, to a lesser perfection. Accord­
ingly, it will be said that its power of acting or force of existing 
increases or diminishes, since the power of the other mode is 
added to it, or on the contrary is withdrawn from it, immobiliz­
ing and restraining it (IV, 1 8  dem.). The passage to a greater 
perfection, or the increase of the power of acting, is called an 
affect, or feeling, of joy; the passage to a lesser perfection or the 
diminution of the power of acting is called sadness. Thus the 
power of acting varies according to external causes for the same 
capacity for being affected. The feeling affect (joy or sadness) 
follows from the image affection or idea that it presupposes (the 
idea of the body that agrees with ours or does not agree); and 
when the affect comes back upon the idea from which it fol lows, 
the joy becomes love, and the sadness, hatred. In this way the dif­
ferent series of affections and affects continually fulfill, but un­
der variable conditions, the capacity for being affected (III, 56). 

So long as our feelings or affects spring from the external en­
counter with other modes of existence, they are explained by 
the nature of the affecting body and by the necessarily inad­
equate idea of that body, a confused image involved in our state. 
Such affects are passions, since we are not their adequate cause 
(III ,  def. 2). Even the affects based on joy, which are defined by 
an increase of the power of acting, are passions: joy is still a pas­
sion "insofar as a man's power of acting is not increased to the 
point where he conceives himself and his actions adequately" 
(IV, 59, dem.). Even though our power of acting has increased 
material ly, we will remain passive, separated from our power, so 
long as we are not formally in control of it. That is why, from the 
standpoint of the affects, the basic distinction between two sorts of 
passions, sad passions and joyful passions, prepares for a very dif­
ferent distinction, between passions and actions. An idea of affectio 
always gives rise to affects. But if the idea is adequate instead of 
being a confused image, if it directly expresses the essence of the 
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affecting body instead of involving i t  indirectly i n  our state, i f  it 
is the idea of an internal affectio, or of a self-affection that evinces 
the internal agreement of our essence, other essences, and the 
essenCe of God (third kind of knowledge), then the affects that 
arise from it are themselves actions (III, 1) . Not only must these 
affects or feelings be joys or loves (III, 58 and 59), they must be 
quite special joys and loves since they are no longer defined by 
an increase of our perfection or power of acting but by the full, 
formal possession of that power or perfection. The word blessed­
ness should be reserved for these active joys: they appear to con­
quer and extend themselves within duration, like the passive 
joys, but in fact they are eternal and are no longer explained by 
duration; they no longer imply transitions and passages, but ex­
press themselves and one another in an eternal mode, together 
with the adequate ideas from which they issue (V, 3 1- 33). 

AFFIRMATION. Cf. Negation. 

ANALOGY. Cf. Eminence. 

ApPETITE. Cf. Power. ' 

ATTRIBUTE.-"What the intellect perceives of substance, as 
constituting its essence" (Ethics, I ,  def. 4). The attributes are not 
ways of seeing pertaining to the intellect, because the Spinozist 
intellect perceives only what is; they are not emanations either, 
because there is no superiority, no eminence of substance over 
the attributes, nor of one attribute over another. Each attribute 
"expresses" a certain essence (I , 1 0, schol. 1) .  If the attribute 
necessarily relates to the intellect, this is not because it resides in 
the intellect, but because it is expressive and because what it ex­
presses necessarily implies an intellect that "perceives" it. The 
essence that is expressed is an unlimited, infinite quality. The 
expressive attribute relates essence to substance and it is this im­
manent relation that the intellect grasps. All the essences, dis­
tinct in the attributes, are as one in substance, to which they are 
related by the attributes. 

Each attribute is "conceived through itself and in itself' (Let­
ter II, to Oldenburg). The attributes are distinct in reality: no at-
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tribute needs another, or anything pertaining to another, in or­
der to be conceived. Hence they express substantial qualities 
that are absolutely simple. Consequently, it has to be said that a 
substance corresponds to each attribute qualitatively or formally 
(not numerically). A purely qualitative formal multiplicity, de­
fined in the first eight propositions of the Ethics, makes i t  possi­
ble to identify a substance for each attribute. The real 
distinction between attributes is a formal distinction between ul­
timate substantial "quiddities." 

We know only two attributes and yet we know there is an in­
finity of them. We know only two because we can only conceive 
as infinite those qualities that we involve in our essence: thought 
and extension, inasmuch as we are mind and body (II, 1 and 2). 
But we know that there is an infinity of attributes because God 
has an absolutely infinite power of existing, which cannot be ex­
hausted either by thought or by extension. 

The attributes are strictly the same to the extent that they 
constitute the essence of substance and to the extent that they 
are involved in, and contain, the essences of mode. For example, 
it is in the same form that bodies imply extension and that exten­
sion is an attribute of divine substance. In this sense, God does 
not possess the perfections implied by the "creatures" in a form 
different from that which these perfections have in the crea­
tures themselves: thus Spinoza radically rejects the notions of 
eminence, equivocity, and even analogy (notions according to 
which God would possess the perfections in another form, a su­
perior form . . .  ) . The Spinozan immanence is therefore no less 
opposed to emanation than to creation. And immanence signifies 
first of all the univocity of the attributes: the same attributes are af­
firmed of the substance they compose and of the modes they 
contain (the first figure of univocity, the two others being that of 
cause and that of the necessary). 

AUTOMATON. Cf. Method. 

BEINGS OF REASON, OF IMAGINATION. 
Cf. Abstractions. 

BLESSEDNESS. Cf. Affections. 
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CAPACITY. Cf. Power. 

CAUSE.-"By cause of itself I understand that whose essence 
involves existence; or that whose nature cannot be conceived 
except as existing" (Ethics, I, def. 1 ) . Spinoza has a reason for 
beginning the Ethics with a definition of cause of itself. Tradi­
tionally, the notion of cause of itself was employed with many 
precautions: by analogy with efficient causality (cause of a dis­
tinct effect), hence in a merely derivative sense; cause of itself 
would thus mean "as if by a cause." Spinoza overturns this tra­
dition, making cause of itself the archetype of all causality, its 
originative and exhaustive meaning. 

There is an efficient causality nevertheless: that in which 
the effect is different from the cause, where either the essence 
and existence of the effect differ from the essence and exis­
tence of the cause, or the effect, itself having an existence dif­
ferent from its own essence, refers to something different as 
its cause of existence. Thus God is the cause of all things; and 
every existing finite thing refers to another fin ite thing as to 
the cause that makes it exist and act. Differing in essence and 
in existence, the cause and the effect appear to have nothing 
in common (I, 1 7  scho1.; Letter LXIV, to Schuller) .  And yet, in 
another sense, they do have something in common: the attri­
bute, in which the effect is produced and by which the cause 
acts (Letter TV, to Oldenburg; Letter LXIV, to Schuller); but the 
attribute, which constitutes the essence of God as cause, does 
not constitute the essence of the effect; it is only involved by 
this essence (II ,  1 0). 

That God produces through the same attributes that consti­
tute his essence implies that God is the cause of all things in the 
same sense that he is the cause of himself (1, 25 ,  schol.). He pro­
duces in the same way that he exists. Hence the univocity of 
the attributes-in that they are said, in one and the, same 
sense, of the substance whose essence they constitute, and of 
the products that involve them in their essence-extends into 
a univocity of the cause, in that "efficient cause" is said in the 
same sense as "cause of itself." In this way, Spinoza overturns 
tradition doubly since efficient cause is no longer the first 
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meaning of cause, and since cause of itself  is no longer said 
with a meaning different from efficient cause, but efficient 
cause is said with the same meaning as cause of itself. 

A finite existing thing refers to another finite existing thing as 
its cause. But it will not be said that a finite thing is subject to a 
dual, horizontal and vertical, causality, the first being constitut­
ed by the indefinite series of other things, and the second by 
God. For at each term of the series one is referred to God as to 
that which determines the cause to have its effect (Ethics, I, 26). 
Thus God is never a remote cause, but is reached from the first 
term of the regression. And only God is a cause; there is only one 
sense and one modality for all the figures of causality, although 
these figures are themselves various (cause of itself, efficient 
cause of infinite things, efficient cause of finite things in relation 
to one another). Understood in its one sense and its single mo­
dality, the cause is essentially immanent; that is, it remains in itself 
in order to produce (as against the transitive cause), just as the 
effect remains in itself (as against the emanative cause). 

CITY. Cf. Society. 

COMMON NOTIONS.-The common notions (Ethics, II, 
37-40) are so named not because they are common to all minds, 
but primarily because they represent something common to 
bodies, either to all bodies (extension, motion and rest) or to 
some bodies (at least two, mine and another). In this sense, com­
mon notions are not at all abstract ideas but general ideas (The­
ological-Political Treatise, chap. 7). 

Each existing body is characterized by a certain relation of 
motion and rest. When the relations corresponding to two bod­
ies adapt themselves to one another, the two bodies form a com­
posite body having a greater power, a whole present in its parts 
(e.g. ,  chyle and lymph as parts of the blood, cf. Letter XXXII, to 
Oldenburg). In short, a common notion is the representation of 
a composition between two or more bodies, and a unity of this 
composition. Its meaning is more biological than mathematical; 
it expresses the relations of agreement or composition between 
existing bodies. It is only secondarily that common notions are 
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common to minds-more or less so, since they are common only 
to minds whose bodies are affected by the composition and the 
unity of composition in question. 

All bodies, even those that do not agree with one another (for 
example, a poison and the body that is poisoned), have some­
thing in common: extension, motion and rest. This is because 
they all cO,mpound with one another from the viewpoint of the 
mediate infinite mode. But it is never through what they have in 
common that they disagree (IV, 30). In any case, by considering 
the most general common notions, one sees from within where 
an agreement ends and a disagreement begins, one sees the level 
at which ,"differences and oppositions" (II ,  29,  schol.) are 
formed. 

Common notions are necessarily adequate ideas; indeed, re­
presenting a unity of composition, they are in the part and the 
whole alike, and can only be conceived adequately (II, 38 and 
39). But the whole problem is in knowing how we manage to 

form them. From this point of view the importance of the greater 
or lesser generality of the common notion becomes apparent. 
For in several places Spinoza writes as if we went from the more 
general to the less general (Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 7; 
Ethics, II, 38 and 39). But there we are dealing with an order of 
application, where we ,start from the most general notions in or­
der to understand from within, the appearance of disagree­
ments at less general levels. So the common notions are assumed 
to be already given. Their oroer of formation is a differenf mat­
ter altogether. For when we encounter a body that agrees with 
ours, we experience an affect or feeling of joy-passion, although 
we do not yet adequately know what it has in common with us. 
Sadness, which arises from our encounter with a body that does 
not agree with ours, never induces us to form a common notion; 
but joy-passion, as an increase of the power of acting and of com­
prehending, does bring this about: it is an occasional cause of the 
common notion. This is why Reason is defined in two ways, 
which show that man is not born rational but also how he be­
comes rational. Reason is :  1 .  an effort to select and organize 
good encounters, that is, encounters of modes that enter into 
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composition with ours and inspire us with joyful passions (feel­
ings that agree with reason); 2 .  the perception and comprehen­
sion of the common notions, that is, of the relations that enter 
into this composition, from which one deduces other relations 
(reasoning) and on the basis of which one experiences new feel­
ings, active ones this time (feelings that are born of reason). 

Spinoza explains the order of formation or the genesis of the 
common notions at the beginning of Part IV, in contrast to Part 
II, which confined itself to the order of their logical application: 
1 .  "As long as we are not dominated by affects contrary to our 
nature . . .  ," affects of sadness, we have the power of forming 
common notions (cf. V, 1 0, which explicitly invokes the com­
mon notions as well as the preceding propositions). The first com­
mon notions are therefore the least general ones, those that represent 
something in common between my body and another that af­
fects me with joy-passion; 2. From these first common notions, 
affects of joy follow in turn; they are not passions but rather ac­
tive joys that join the first passions and then take their place; 
3. These first common notions and the active affects that de­
pend on them give us the force to form common notions that are 
more general, expressing what there is in common even between 
our body and bodies that do not agree with ours, that are con­
trary to it, or affect it with sadness; 4. And from these new com­
mon notions, new affects of active joy follow, overtaking the 
sadnesses and replacing the passions born of sadness. 

The importance of the theory of common notions must be 
evaluated from several viewpoints: 1 .  The theory does not ap­
pear before the Ethics; it transforms the entire Spinozan con­
ception of Reason, and defines the status of the second kind of 
knowledge; 2 .  It answers the fundamental question: How do 
we manage to form adequate ideas, and in what order, given 
that the natural conditions of our perception condemn us to 
have only inadequate ideas? 3. It brings about a thorough 
recasting of Spinozism. Whereas the Treatise on the Intellect only 
reached the adequate starting from geometric ideas still per­
meated with fiction, the common notions form a mathematics 
of the real or the concrete which rids the geometric method of 
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the fictions and abstractions that limited its exercise. 
The common notions are generalities in the sense that they 

are only concerned with the existing modes, without constitut­
ing any part of the latter's singular essence (II, 37). But they are 
not at all fictitious or abstract; they represent the composition of 
real relations between existing modes or individuals. Whereas 
geometry only captured relations in abstracto, the common no­
tions enabte us to apprehend them as they are, that is, as they are 
necessarily embodied in living beings, with the variable and con­
crete terms between which they are established. In this sense, 
the common notions are more biological than mathematical, 
forming a natural geometry that allows us to comprehend the 
unity of composition of all of Nature and the modes of variation 
of that unity. 

The central status of the common notions is clearly indicated 
by the expression " second kind of knowledge," between the first 
and the third. But the kinds are related in two very different, 
non-symmetrical ways. The relation of the second with the third 
kind appears in the following form: being adequate ideas, i.e., 
ideas,that are in us as they are in God (II,  38 and 39), the com­
mon notions necessarily give us the idea of God (II, 45, 46, and 
47). The idea of God is valid even for the most general notion, 
since it expresses what there is in common between all the exist­
ing modes; namely, that they are in God and are produced by 
God (II, 45, schol. ;  and especially V, 36, schol., which recognizes 
that the entire Ethics is written from the viewpoint of the com­
mon notions, including the propositions of Part V concerning 
the third kind). The idea of God serving as a common notion is 
even the object of a feeling and a religion peculiar to the second 
kind (V, 14-20). But the idea of God is not in itself a common 
notion, and Spinoza explicitly distinguishes it from the common 
notions (II. 47). This is precisely because it comprehends the es­
sence of God, and serves as a common notion only in relation to 
the composition of the existing modes. Thus, when the common 
notions lead us necessarily to the idea of God, they carry us to a 
point where everything changes over, and where the third kind 
will reveal to us the correlation of the essence of God and the 
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singular essences of real beings, with a new meaning of the idea 
of God and new feelings that go to make up this third kind (V, 
2 1 -37). Hence there is no break between the second and the 
third kind, but a passage from one side to the other of the idea of 
God (V, 28); we go beyond Reason as a faculty of the common 
notions or a system of eternal truths concerning existence, and 
enter into the intuitive intellect as a system of essential truths 
(sometimes called consciousness, since it is only here that ideas are 
redoubled and reflected in us as they are in God, giving us the 
experience of being eternal). 

As for the relation of the second kind with the first, it is mani­
fested in the following way, despite the break between them: in­
sofar as they apply solely to existing bodies, the common notions 
have to do with things that can be imagined (indeed, this is why 
the idea of God is not in itself a common notion, II ,  47, schol .). 
They represent compositions of relations. Now, these relations 
characterize bodies insofar as they combine with and affect one 
another, each one leaving "images" in the other, the corre­
sponding ideas being imaginations. Of course the common no­
tions are not themselves images or imaginations, since they 
attain an internal comprehension of the reasons for agreement 
(II, 29, schol.). But they have a dual relation with the imagina­
tion. First, an extrinsic relation, for the imagination or the idea 
of an affection of the body is not an adequate idea, but when it 
expresses the effect on us of a body that agrees with ours, it 
makes possible the formation of the common notion that com­
prehends the agreement adequately from within. Second, an in­
trinsic relation, for the imagination apprehends as external 
effects of bodies on one another that which the common notion 
explains through the internal constitutive relations. So there is a 
necessary harmony between the properties of the imagination 
and those of the common notion, such that the latter depends on 
the properties of the former (V, 5-9). 

COMPREHEND. Cf. Explain, Mind, Power. 

CONATUS. Cf. Power. 

CONSCIOUSNESS.-The idea's property of duplicating itself, 
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of redoubling to infinity: the idea of the idea. Every idea repre­
sents something that exists in an attribute (objective reality of 
the idea); but it is itself something that exists in the attribute of 
thought (form or formal reality of the idea); so it is the object of 
another idea that represents it, etc. (Ethics, II ,  2 1). Hence the 
three characteristics of consciousness: 1. Reflection: conscious­
ness is not the moral property of a subject but the physical prop­
erty of the idea; it is not the reflection of the mind on the idea 
but the reflection of the idea in the mind (Treatise on the Intellect); 
2 .  Derivation: consciousness is secondary in relation to the idea of 
which it is the consciousness, and is worth only what the primary 
idea is worth. This is why Spinoza says that there is no need to 
know that one knows in order to know (idem, 3 5) but that one 
cannot know without knowing that one knows (Ethics, II, 2 1  and 
43); 3. Correlation: the relation of consciousness to the idea of 
which it is the consciousness is the same as the relation of the 
idea to the object of which it is the knowledge (II, 2 1 ) .  Spinoza 
does say, however, that between the idea and the idea of the idea 
there is only a distinction of reason (IV, 8; V, 3); the explanation 
is that both are included in the same attribute of thought, but 
refer nonetheless to two different powers, a power of existing 
and a power of thinking, in the same way as the object of the idea 
and the idea. 

Consciousness is completely immersed in the unconscious. 
That is: 1. We are conscious only of the ideas that we have, un­
der the conditions in which we have them. All the ideas that God 
has essentially elude us insofar as he does not just constitute our 
minds but bears an infinity of other ideas; thus we are not con­
scious of the ideas that compose our souls, nor even of ourselves 
and our duration; we are only conscious of the ideas that express 
the effect of external bodies on our own, ideas of affections (II, 9 
et seq. ); 2. Ideas are not the only modes of thinking; the conatus 
and its various determinations or affects are also in the mind as 
modes of thinking. Now, we are conscious of them only to the 
extent that the ideas of affections determine the conatus precise­
ly. Then the resulting affect enjoys in turn the property of re­
flecting back on itself, in the same way as the idea that 
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determines it (IV, 8). This is why Spinoza defines desire as the 
conatus having become conscious, the cause of this consciousness 
being the affection (III, def. of desire). 

Consciousness, being therefore naturally a consciousness of 
the inadequate ideas we have, ideas that are mutilated and trun­
cated, is the seat of two basic il lusions: 1 .  The psychological illusion 
of freedom: considering only effects whose causes it is essentially 
ignorant of, consciousness can bel ieve itself free, attributing to 
the mind an imaginary power over the body, although it does 
not even know what a body can do in terms of the causes that 
actually move it to act (Ill, 2 schol .; V, preface); 2. The theological 
illusion offinality: grasping the conatus or appetite only in the 
form of affects determined by the ideas of affections, conscious­
ness can believe that these ideas of affections, insofar as they ex­
press the effects of external bodies on our own, are truly 
primary, are true final causes, and that, even in the domains 
where we are not free, a provident God has arranged everything 
according to relations of means-end; thus, the desire appears to 
be secondary in relation to the idea of the thing judged good (I, 
appendix). 

Precisely because consciousness is the idea's reflection and is 
worth only what the primary idea is worth, conscious realization 
has no power by itself. And yet, since falsity as such has no form, 
the inadequate idea does not reflect back on itself without mani· 
festing what is positive in it: it is false that the sun is two hundred 
feet away, but it is true that I see the sun as being two hundred 
feet away (II,  schol.). It is this positive kernel of the inadequate 
idea in consciousness that can serve as a regulative principle for 
a knowledge of the unconscious, that is, for an inquiry concern­
ing what a body can do, for a determination of causes and for the 
forming of common notions. So once we have attained adequate 
ideas, we connect effects to their true causes, and consciousness, 
having become a reflection of adequate ideas, is capable of over­
coming its illusions, forming clear and distinct ideas of the affec­
tions and affects it experiences (V, 4). Or rather, it overlays the 
passive affects with active affects that follow from the common 
notion and are distinguished from the passive affects only by 
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their cause, hence b y  a distinction o f  reason (V, 3 et seq. ). This is 
the goal of the second kind of knowledge. And the object of the 
third is to become conscious of the idea of God, of oneself, and 
of other things; that is , to make these ideas reflect themselves in 
us just as they are in God (sui et Dei et rerum conscius, V, 42 schoI.). 

DEATH. Cf. Duration, Existence, Good-Bad, Negation, Power. 

DEFINITION, DEMONSTRATION.-Definition is the state­
ment of the distinctive mark of a thing considered in itself (and 
not in relation to other things). Furthermore, the distinction 
stated must be a distinction of essence, internal to the thing de­
fined. In this sense, Spinoza reformulates the dichotomy of 
nominal definitions/real definitions: Treatise on the Intellect, 
95-97. Nominal definitions are those that use abstracts (kind 
and specific difference: man is a rational animal), or propria 
(God, an infinitely perfect being), or a property (the circle, a 10-
cus of points equidistant from one and the same point). Hence 
they abstract a determination that is still extrinsic. Real defini­
tions, on the contrary, are genetic: they state the cause of the 
thing, or its genetic elements. An especially striking example is 
developed by Spinoza (Ethics, III): the nominal definition of de­
sire ("appetite together with the consciousness of it") becomes 
real if one adds "the cause of this consciousness" (i.e . ,  the affec­
tions). This causal or genetic character of real definition applies 
not only to things that are produced (such as the circle, the 
movement of a l ine of which one end remains fixed) but to God 
himself (God, a being constituted by an infinity of attributes). In­
deed, God is amenable to a genetic definition in that he is the 
cause of himself, in the full sense of the word cause, and his attri­
butes are true formal causes. 

A real definition can be a priori, therefore. But there are also 
real definitions a posteriori; they are those that define an existing 
thing, an animal, for example, or man, by what its body is capa­
ble of (its power, its capacity for being affected). This can be 
known only from experience, although the power in question is 
the essence itself, insofar as it experiences affections. Moreover, 
real definitions can be conceived even for certain beings of rea-
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son. For example, a geometric figure is indeed an abstract, ac· 
cording to a simple nominal definition, but it is also the abstract 
idea of a "common notion" that can be apprehended through its 
cause and according to a real definition. (Thus the two preced· 
ing definitions of the circle, nominal and real.) 

Demonstration is the necessary consequence of the definition. 
It consists at least in deducing a property of the thing defined. 
But so long as the definitions are nominal, only a single property 
can be deduced from each definition; in order to demonstrate 
others, it is necessary to bring in other objectiS, other points of 
view, and to place the thing defined in relation with external 
things (Letters LXXXII and LXXXIII). In this sense the demon­
stration remains a movement that is external to the thing. But 
when the definition is real, the demonstration is capable of de­
ducing all the properties of the thing, at the same time that it 
becomes a perception; that is, it captures a movement that is in­
ternal to the thing. In this way, demonstration connects up with 
the definition, independently of an external point of view. It i s  
the thing that "explains itself' in  the intellect, and not the intel­
lect that explains the thing. 

DESIRE. Cf. Consciousness, Power 

DETERMINATION. Cf. Negation. 

DURATION.-The continuation of existence from a begin­
ning onward. Duration is said of the existing mode. It involves a 
beginning but not an end. In reality, when the mode comes to 
exist through the action of an efficient cause, it is no longer sim­
ply comprehended in the attribute, but it continues to exist (Eth­
ics, II, 8), or rather tends to do so; that is, it tends to persevere in 
existing. And its very essence is  then determined as a tendency 
to persevere (III, 5). Now, neither the essence of the thing nor 
the efficient cause that posits its existence can assign an end to its 
duration (II, explication of def. 5). This is why duration by itself 
is an "indefinite continuation of existing." The end of a dura­
tion, which is to say, death, comes from the encounter of the ex­
isting mode with another mode that decomposes its relation (III, 
8;  IV, 39). Hence death and birth are in no way symmetrical. So 
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long as the mode exists, the duration is made up of the lived 
transitions that define its affects, constant passages to greater or 
lesser perfections, continual variations of the existing mode's 
power of acting. Duration contrasts with eternity because eter­
nity has no beginning and is said of that which possesses a full, 
unvarying power of acting. Eternity is neither an indefinite du­
ration nor something that begins after duration, but it coexists 
with duration,just as two parts of ourselves that differ in nature 
coexist, the part that involves the existence of the body and the 
part that expresses its essence (V, 20, schol. et s�q. ). 

EMINENCE.-If a triangle could speak, it would say that God 
is eminently triangular (Letter LVI, to Boxel). What Spinoza finds 
wrong with the notion of eminence is its claiming to save the 
specificity of God while defining him in anthropological or even 
anthropomorphic terms. People attribute to God features bor­
rowed from human consciousness (these features are not even 
adequate to man as he is); and, in order to provide for God's es­
sence, they merely raise these features to infinity, or say that 
God possesses them in an.infinitely perfect form that we do not 
comprehend. Thus we attribute to God an infinite justice and an 
infinite charity; an infinite legislative understanding and an infi­
nite creative will; or even an infinite voice and infinite hands and 
feet. In this respect, Spinoza does not make any distinction be­
tween equivocity and analogy, denouncing them both with equal 
force: it matters little whether God possesses these traits in a 
sense different from or proportional to ours, since in either case the 
univocity of the attributes goes unrecognized. 

Now, this univocity is the keystone of Spinoza's entire philos­
ophy. Precisely because the attributes exist in the same form in 
God, of whose existence they constitute the essence, and in the 
modes that involve them in their essence, there is nothing in 
common between the essence of God and the essence of the 
modes, and yet there are forms that are absolutely identical, no­
tions that are absolutely common to God and the modes. The 
univocity of the attributes is the only means of radically distin­
guishing the essence and existence of substance from the es­
sence and existence of the modes, while preserving the absolute 
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unity of Being. Eminence, and along with it, equivocity and anal­
ogy are doubly wrong in claiming to see something in common 
between God and created beings where there is nothing in com­
mon (confusion of essences) and in denying the common forms 
where they do exist (illusion of transcendent forms); they frac­
ture Being and confuse the essences at the same time. The lan­
guage of eminence is anthropomorphic because it confuses the 
modal essence with that of substance; extrinsic because it is mod­
eled on consciousness and it confuses the essences with the pro­
pria; and imaginary because it is the language of equivocal signs 
and not of univocal expressions. 

ENCOUNTER (OCCURSUS). Cf. Affections, Good, Nature, 
Necessary, Power. 

ERROR. Cf. Idea. 

ESSENCE. - "Necessarily constitutes the essence of a 
thing . . .  , what the thing can neither be nor be conceived with­
,out, and vice versa, what can neither be nor be conceived without the 
thing" (Ethics, II, 1 0, schol.). Every essence is therefore the es­
sence of something with which it has a relation of reciprocity. 
This rule of reciprocity, added to the traditional definition of 
essence, has three consequences: 

1 .  There are not several substances of the same attribute (for 
the attribute conceived at the same time as one of these sub­
stances could be conceived without the others); 

2. There is a radical distinction of essence between substance 
and the modes (for, while the modes can neither be nor be con­
ceived without substance, conversely substance can very well be 
and be conceived without the modes; thus the univocity of the 
attributes, which are affirmed, in the same form, of substance 
and of the modes, does not entail any confusion of essence, since 
the attributes constitute the essence of substance, but do not 
constitute that of the modes, which merely involve the attri­
butes; indeed, for Spinoza the univocity of the attributes is the 
only means of guaranteeing this distinction of essence); 

3. The nonexisting modes are not possibilities in the intellect 
of God (for the ideas of modes that do not exist are comprehend-
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ed in  the idea of God in the same way that the essences of these 
modes are contained in God's attributes [II, 8]; now, every es­
sence being the essence of something, the nonexisting modes 
are themselves real and actual beings, the idea of which is there­
fore necessarily given hi! the infinite intellect). 

If the essence of substance involves existence, this is owing to 
its property of being the cause of itself. This i s  demonstrated 
first for each substance qualified by attribute (I, 7),  then for sub­
stance constituted by an infinity of attributes (I, 1 1), depending 
on whether the essence is referred to the attribute that ex­
presses it or to substance expressing itself in all the attributes. 
The attributes do not express the essence, therefore, without 
expressing the existence that it necessarily involves (I, 20). The 
attributes are so many forces of existing and acting, while es­
sence is an absolutely infinite power of existing and acting. 

But what of the modal essences that do not involve existence 
and are contained in the attributes? What do they consist of? 
Each essence is a part of God's power insofar as the latter is ex­
plained by the modal essence (IV, 4 .  dem.). Spinoza always con­
ceived the modal essences as singular, starting with the Short 
Treatise. Hence the texts of the Short Treatise that seem to deny 
the distinction of essences (II, chap. 20, n. 3 ;  app. II ,  1) actually 
only deny their extrinsic distinction, which would imply exis­
tence in duration and the possession of extensive parts. The 
modal essences are simple and eternal. But they nevertheless 
have, with respect to the attribute and to each other, another 
type of distinction that is purely intrinsic. The essences are nei­
ther logical possibilities nor geometric structures; they are parts 
of powt:r, that is, degrees of physical intensity. They have no 
parts but are themselves parts, parts of power, like intensive 
quantities that are composed of smaller quantities. They are all 
compatible with one another without limit, because all are in­
cluded in the production of each one, but each one corresponds 
to a specific degree of power different from all the others. 

ETERNITY.-The character of existence insofar as it is in­
volved by essence (Ethics, I, def. 8). Existence is therefore an 
"eternal truth" just as essence itself is eternal, and is distin-
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guished from essence only by a distinction of reason. Eternity 
thus contrasts with duration-even indefinite duration-which 
qualifies the existence of the mode insofar as the latter is not in­
volved by essence. 

The essence--of the mode possesses a certain form of eternity 
nevertheless, species aeternitatis. This is because the essence of a 
mode has a necessary existence that is peculiar to it, although it 
does not exist through itself, but by virtue of God as its cause. So 
not only is the immediate infinite mode eternal, but also each 
singular essence that is a part agreeing with all the others with­
out limit. As for the mediate infinite mode, which governs exis­
tences in duration, it is itself eternal to the extent that rules of 
composition and decomposition together form a system of eter­
nal truths; and each of the relations that correspond to these 
rules is an eternal truth. This is why Spinoza says that the mind is 
eternal insofar as it conceives the singular essence of a body un­
der the form of eternity, but also insofar as it conceives existing 
things by means of common notions, that is, according to eternal 
relations that determine their composition and their decomposi­
tion in existence (V, 29, dem. :  et praeter haec duo nihil aliud ad 
mentis essentiam pertinet). 

The difference in nature between eternal existence and exis­
tence that endures (even indefinitely) remains nevertheless. For 
duration is expressed only insofar as the existing modes realize 
relations according to which they come to be and cease to be, 
enter into composition with and decompose one another. But 
these very relations, and a fortiori the modal essences, are eternal 
and not durative. This is why the eternity of a singular essence is 
not an object of memory, presentiment, or revelation; it is strict­
ly the object of an actual experience (V, 23, scho1 .). It corre­
sponds to the actual existence of a part of the mind, its intensive 
part that constitutes the singular essence and its characteristic 
relation, whereas duration affects the mind in the intensive parts 
that temporarily pertain to it under this same characteristic rela­
tion (cf. the differentiation of two kinds of parts, V, 38, 39, 40). 

In the expression species aeternitatis, species always refers to a 
concept or a knowledge. It is always an idea that expresses the 
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essence of a particular body, or the truth of things, sub species 
aeternitatis. It is not that the essences or the truths are not in 
themselves eternal; but being eternal through their cause and 
not through themselves, they have that eternity which derives 
from the cause through which they must necessarily be con­
ceived. Therefore species signifies form and idea, form and con­
ception, indissolubly. 

EXISTENCE.-By virtue of the cause of itself, the existence of 
substance is involved in essence, so that essence is an absolutely 
infinite power of existing. Between essence and existence, then, 
there is only a distinction of reason, insofar as one distinguishes 
the thing affirmed from its affirmation. 

But the modal essences do not involve existence, and the finite 
existing mode refers to another finite existing mode that deter­
mines it (Ethics, I ,  24  and 2 8). This is not to say that essence is 
really distinguished from existence: it can be so distinguished 
only modally. As concerns the finite mode, to exist is: 1 .  to have 
external causes that exist themselves; 2 .  actually to have an in­
finity of extensive parts which are determined by outside causes 
to enter precisely under the relation of motion and rest that 
characterizes that mode; 3 .  to endure, to tend to persevere, that 
is, to keep these parts under the characteristic relation, so long 
as other external causes do not determine them to be subsumed 
by other relations (death, IV, 39). The existence of the mode is 
therefore its very essence in that it is not only contained in the 
attribute but it endures and possesses an infinity of extensive 
parts; it is an extrinsic modal reality (II, 8, cor. and schol.). Not 
only does the body have such intensive parts, so does the mind, 
being composed of ideas (II, 15). 

But the modal essence also has an existence that is peculiar to 
it, as such, independently of the existence of the corresponding 
mode. Moreover, it is in this sense that the nonexisting mode is 
not just a logical possibility but is an intensive part or a degree 
endowed with a physical reality. All the more reason why this 
distinction between the essence and its own existence is not real, 
but only modal: it signifies that the essence exists necessarily, but 
that it necessarily exists by virtue of its cause (God) and as con-
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tained in the attribute; it is an intrinsic modal reality (I, 24, cor. 
and 25,  dem.;  V, 22,  dem.) 

EXPLAIN-IMPLY (EXPLICARE, IMPLICARE)-Explain is 
a "strong" term in Spinoza. It does not signify an operation of 
the intellect external to the thing, but an operation of the thing 
internal to the intellect. Even demonstrations are said to be 
"eyes" of the mind, meaning that they perceive a movement 
that is in the thing. Explication is always a self-explication, a de­
velopment, an unfolding, a dynamism: the thing explains itself. 
Substance is explained in the attributes, the attributes explain 
substance; and they in turn are explained in the modes, the 
modes explain the attributes. And implication is not at all the 
opposite of explication: that which explains thereby implies, 
that which develops involves. Everything in Nature is a product 
of the coexistence of these two movements; Nature is the com­
mon order of explications and implications. 

There is but a single case in which explain and imply are disso­
ciated. It is the case of the inadequate idea. The inadequate idea 
implies our power of comprehending, but it is not explained by 
it; i t  involves the nature of an external thing, but does not ex­
plain it (Ethics, II, 1 8  schol.). This is because the inadequate idea 
always has to do with a mixture of things, and only retains the 
effect of one body on another; it lacks a "comprehension" that 
would be concerned with causes. 

As a matter of fact, comprehending is the internal reason that 
accounts for the tWQ movements, explaining and implying. Sub­
stance comprehends (comprises) all the attributes, and the attri­
butes comprehend (contain) all the modes. Comprehension is 
what founds the identity of explication and implication. Spinoza 
thus rediscovers a whole tradition of the Middle Ages and the 
Renaissance, which defined God through "complicatio":  God 
complicates all things, while each thing explains and implies 
God. 

It remains to be said that comprehension, explication, and im­
plication also designate operations of the intellect. This is their 
objective meaning. The intellect "comprehends" the attributes 
and the modes (I, 30; II ,  4); the adequate idea comprehends the 
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nature of the thing. But in fact the objective meaning follows 
from the formal meaning: "What is contained objectively in the 
intellect must necessarily be in nature" (I, 30; II,  7, cor.). To 
comprehend is always to grasp something that exists necessarily. 
Comprehending, according to Spinoza, is the opposite of con­
ceiving something as possible. God does not conceive possibili­
ties; he comprehends himself necessarily in the same way that he 
exists; he produces things in the same way that he comprehends 
himself; and he produces the form in which he comprehends 
himself and all things (ideas) . In this sense all things are explica­
tions and implications of God, both formally and objectively. 

F ALSE� Cf. Idea. 

FEELINGS. Cf. Affections, Affects. 

FICTIONS. Cf. Abstractions. 

FINALITY. Cf. Consciousness. 

FREEDOM-The whole effort of the Ethics is aimed at break­
ing the traditional link between freedom and will-whether 
freedom is conceived as the ability of a will to choose or even 
create (freedom of indifference), or as the ability to adjust one­
self to a model and to carry the model into effect (enlightened 
freedom). When one conceives God's freedom in this way, as 
that of a tyrant or a legislator, one ties it to physical contingency, 
or to logical possibility. One thus attributes inconstancy to God's 
power, since he could have created something else instead-or 
worse still, powerlessness, since his power is limited by models of 
possibility. Further, one grants existence to abstractions, such as 
nothingness in the case of creation ex nihilo, or the Good and the 
Better in the case of enlightened freedom (Ethics, I, 1 7 ,  schol. :  
33 ,  schol. 2 ) .  Spinoza holds that freedom is  never a property of 
the will: "will cannot be called a free cause"; the will, whether 
finite or infinite, is always a mode that is determined by a differ­
ent cause, even if this cause is the nature of God under the attri­
bute of thought (I, 32). On the one hand, ideas are themselves 
modes, and the idea of God is only an infinite mode according to 
which God comprehends his own nature and all that follows 
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from it, without ever conceiving possibilities; on the other hand, 
volitions are modes involved in ideas, which are identical with 
the affirmation or negation that follow from the idea itself, with­
out there ever being anything contingent in these acts (II, 49). 
Hence neither the intellect nor the will pertain to the nature or 
essence of God and are not free causes. Necessity being the only 
modality of all that is, the only cause that can be called free is 
one "that exists through the necessity of its nature alone, and is 
determined by itself alone to act." Thus God, who is constituted 
by an infinity of attributes, is the cause of all things in the same 
sense that he is the cause of himself. God is free because every­
thing follows necessarily from his essence, without his conceiv­
ing possibilities or contingencies. What defines freedom is an 
"interior" and a "self' determined by necessity. One is never 
free through one's will and through that on which it patterns it­
self, but through one's essence and through that which follows 
from it. 

Can it ever be said in this sense that a mode is free, since it 
always refers to something else? Freedom is a fundamental illu­
sion of consciousness to the extent that the latter is blind to 
causes, imagines possibilities and contingencies, and believes in 
the willful action of the mind on the body (I, app.; II, 35, schol . ;  
V, pref.). In  the case of modes, i t  i s  even less possible to  link free­
dom to the will than it is in the case of substance. In return, 
modes have an essence, that is, a degree of power. When a mode 
manages to form adequate ideas, these ideas are either common 
notions that express its internal agreement with other existing 
modes (second kind of knowledge), or the idea of its own essence 
that necessarily agrees internally with the essence of God and all 
the other essences (third kind). Active affects or feelings follow 
necessarily from these adequate ideas, in such a way that they 
are explained by the mode's own power (III, def. 1 and 2). The 
existing mode is then said to be free; thus, man is not born free, 
but becomes free or frees himself, and Part IV of the Ethics 
draws the portrait of this free or strong man (IV, 54, etc.). Man, 
the most powerful of the finite modes, is free when he comes 
into possession of his power of acting, that is, when his conatus is 
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determined by adequate ideas from which active affects follow, 
affects that are explained by his own essence. Freedom is always 
linked to essence and to what follows from it, not to will and to 
what governs it. 

GEOMETRIC BEINGS. Cf. Abstractions, Common Notions, 
Method. 

GOOD-BAD.-Good and bad are doubly relative, and are said 
in relation to one another, and both in relation to an existing 
mode. They are the two senses of the variation of the power of 
acting: the decrease of this power (sadness) is bad; its increase 
(joy) is good (Ethics, IV, 41 ) .  Objectively, then, everything that 
increases or enhances our power of acting is good, and that 
which diminishes or restrains it is bad; and we only know good 
and bad through the feeling of joy or sadness of which we are 
conscious (IV, 8). Since the power of acting is what opens the 
capacity for being affected to the greatest number of things, a 
thing is good "which so disposes the body that it can be affected 
in a greater number of �ays" (IV, 38); or which preserves the 
relation of motion and rest that characterizes the body (IV, 39). 
In all these senses, what is good is what is useful, what is bad is 
what is harmful (IV, def. 1 and 2). But it is important to note the 
originality of this Spinozist conception of the useful and the 
harmful. 

Good and bad thus express the encounters between existing 
modes ("the common order of nature," extrinsic determina­
tions or fortuitous encounters, fortuito occursi, II, 29, cor. and 
schol.). Doubtless all relations of motion and rest agree with one 
another in the mediate infinite mode; but a body can induce the 
parts of my body to enter into a new relation that is not directly 
or immediately compatible with my characteristic relation: this 
is what occurs in death (IV, 39). Although inevitable and neces­
sary, death is always the result of an extrinsic fortuitous encoun­
ter, an encounter with a body that decomposes my relation. The 
divine prohibition against eating of the fruit of the tree is only 
the revelation to Adam that the fruit is "bad"; i.e., it will decom­
pose Adam's relation: 'just as he also reveals to us through the 
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natural intellect that a poison is deadly to us" (Letter XIX, to 
Blyenbergh, and Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 4). All evil 
comes down to badness, and everything that is bad belongs to 
the category that includes poison, indigestion, intoxication. 
Even the evil that I do (bad = malicious) consists only in the fact 
that I join the image of an action to the image of an object that 
cannot bear this action without losing its constitutive relation 
(IV, 59, schol.). 

Therefore everything that is bad is measured by a decrease of 
the power of acting (sadness-hatred); everything that is good, by 
an increase of this same power (joy-love). Whence Spinoza's all­
out struggle, his radical denunciation of all the passions based on 
sadness, which places him in the great lineage that goes from 
Epicurus to Nietzsche. It is a disgrace to seek the internal es­
sence of man in his bad extrinsic encounters. Everything that in­
volves sadness serves tyranny and oppression. Everything that 
involves sadness must be denounced as bad, as something that 
separates uS from our power of acting: not only remorse and 
guilt, not only meditation on death (IV, 67), but even hope, even 
security, which signify powerlessness (IV, 47). 

Although there are relations that compound in every encoun­
ter, and all relations compound without limit in the mediate infi­
nite mode, this does not mean that we shall say that all is well and 
good. What is good is any increase of the power of acting. From 
this viewpoint, the formal possession of this power of acting, and 
of knowing, appears as the summum bonum; it is in this sense that 
reason, instead of remaining at the mercy of chance encounters, 
endeavors to join us �o things and beings whose relations com­
pound directly with our own. Thus reason seeks the sovereign 
good or "our own advantage," proprium utile, which is common 
to all men (IV, 24-28). But once we have attained the formal 
possession of our power of acting, the expressions bonum, sum­
mum bonum, too imbued with finalist illusions, disappear to make 
way for the language of pure potency or virtue ("the first foun­
dation," and not the ultimate end), in the third kind of knowl­
edge. This is why Spinoza says: "If men were born free, they 
would form no concept of good and bad, so long as they re-
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mained free" (IV, 68). Precisely because the good i s  said in rela· 
tion to an existing mode, and in relation to a variable and not· 
yet·possessed power of acting, the good cannot be totalized. If 
one hypostatizes the good and the bad as Good and Evil, one 
makes this Good into a reason for being and acting; one falls into 
all the finalist illusions; one misrepresents both the necessity of 
divine production and our way of participating in the full divine 
power. This is why Spinoza stands fundamentally apart from all 
the theses of his time, according to which Evil is nothing, and the 
Good causes one to be and to act. The Good, like Evil, is mean· 
ingless. They are beings of reason or imagination that depend 
entirely on sodal signs, on the repressive system of rewards and 
punishments. 

IDEA.-A mode of thinking, primary in relation to the other 
modes of thinking, while being different from them (Ethics, II ,  
ax. 3) .  Love presupposes the idea, however confused, of the 

. thing loved. This is because the idea represents a thing or a state 
of things, whereas feeling (affect, affectus) involves the passage to 
a greater or lesser perfection corresponding to the variation of 
states. So there is at the same time a primacy of the idea over 
feeling and a difference in nature between the two. 

The idea is representative. But we have to distinguish the idea 
that we are (the mind as idea of the qody) from the ideas that we 
have. The idea that we are is in God; God possesses it adequate. 
ly, not just insofar as he constitutes us, but in that he is affected 
with an infinity of different ideas (ideas of the other essences 
that all agree with ours, and of the other existences that are 
causes of ours without limit). Therefore we do not have this idea 
immediately. The only ideas we have under the natural condi­
tions of our perception are the ideas that represent what happens 
to our body, the effect of another body on ours, that is, a mixing 
of both bodies. They are necessarily inadequate (II ,  1 1, 1 2 , 1 g ,  
24,  25, 26, 2 7  . . .  ). 

Such ideas are images. Or rather, images are the corporeal af­
fections themselves (affectio), the traces of an external body on 
our body. Our ideas are therefore ideas of images or affections 
that represent a state of things, that is, by which we affirm the 



74 I Gilles Deleuze 

presence of the external body so long as our body remains af­
fected in this way (II, 1 7) :  1 .  Such ideas are signs; they are not 
explained by our essence or power, but indicate our actual state 
and our incapacity to rid ourselves of a trace; they do not express 
the essence of the external body but indicate the presence of this 
body and its effect on us (II, 1 6). Insofar as it has ideas, the mind 
is said to imagine (II ,  1 7) ;  2. These ideas are connected with one 
another according to an order that is first of all that of memory 
or habit; if the body has been affected by two bodies at the same 
dme, the trace of one prompts the mind to recollect the other 
(II, 1 8). This order of memory is also that of extrinsic fortuitous 
encounters between bodies (II, 29). And the less constancy the 
encounters have, the more equivocal the signs will be (II, 44). 
This is why, insofar as our affections mix together diverse and 
variable bodies, the imagination forms pure fictions, like that of 
the winged horse; and insofar as it overlooks differences be­
tween outwardly similar bodies, it forms abstractions, like those 
of species and kinds (II, 40 and 49). 

Adequate ideas are altogether different. They are true ideas, 
which are in us as they are in God. They are not representative 
of states of things or of what happens to us, but of what we are 
and of what things are. They form a systematic set having three 
summits: the idea of ourselves, the idea of God, and the idea of 
other things (third kind of knowledge). 1 . These adequate ideas 
are explained by our essence or power, as a power of knowing 
and comprehending (formal cause). They express another idea as 
cause, and the idea of God as determining this cause (material 
cause) ; 2. They cannot be separated, therefore, from an autono­
mous connection of ideas in the attribute of thought. This con­
nection, or concatenatio, which unites form and material, is an 
order of the intellect that constitutes the mind as a spiritual 
automaton. 

We may note that while the idea is representative, its repre­
sentativeness (objective being) does not explain anything about 
its nature: on the contrary, the latter follows from the internal 
properties of the idea (II, def. 4). When Spinoza says "ade­
quate," he has in mind something very different from the Carte-
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sian "clear and distinct," although he continues to use these 
words. The form of the idea is not sought in a psychological con­
sciousness but in a logical power that surpasses consciousness; 
the material of the idea is not sought in a representative content 
but in an expressive content, an epistemological material 
through which the idea refers to other ideas and to the idea of 
God. Logical power and epistemological content, explication 
and expression, formal cause and material cause are joined in 
the autonomy of the attribute of thought and the automatism of 
the mind that thinks. The adequate idea represents something 
truthfully, represents the order and connection of things, only 
because it develops the order of its form and the automatic con­
nections of its material in the attribute of thought. 

One sees, then, what is lacking in the inadequate idea and the 
imagination. The inadequate idea is like a consequence without 
its premises (II, 28,  dem.). It is separated from, deprived of its 
two-formal and material-premises, since it is not formally ex­
plained by our power of comprehending, does not materially ex­
press its own cause, and remains attached to an order of 
fortuitous encounters instead of attaining the concatenation of 
ideas. It is in this sense that the false has no form and does not 
consist of anything positive (II, 33) .  And yet there is something 
positive in the inadequate idea: when I see the sun two hundred 
feet away, this perception, this affection does represent the ef­
fect of the sun on me, although the affection is separated from 
the causes that explain it (II, 35 ;  IV, 1) .  What is positive in the 
inadequate idea must be defined in the following way: it involves 
the lowest degree of our power of understanding, without being 
explained by it, and indicates its own cause without expressing it (II, 
1 7  schol.). "The mind does not err from the fact that it imag­
ines, but only insofar as it is considered to lack an idea that ex­
cludes the existence of those things that it imagines to be present 
to it. For if the mind, while it imagined nonexistent things as 
present to it, at the same time knew that those things did not 
exist, it would, of course, attribute this power of imagining to a 
virtue of its nature, not to a vice" (II,  1 7 ,  schol.). 

The whole problem is therefore: How do we manage to have, 
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to form adequate ideas, since our natural condition determines 
us to have only inadequate ideas? We have defined the adequate 
idea without having the least idea of how we can attain it. The 
answer will be given by the production of common notions; and 
even here Spinoza begins by defining what the common notions 
are (Part II), before showing how we can produce them (Part V). 
We have considered the problem above (cf. Common Notions). 
But an idea, whether adequate or inadequate, is always followed 
by feelings-affects (affectus) that result from it as from their 
cause, although they are of a different nature. Inadequate and 
adequate thus describe an idea first of all, but they also describe 
a cause (III, def. 1 ) .  Since the adequate idea is explained by our 
power of comprehending, we do not have an adequate idea with­
out being ourselves the adequate cause of the feelings that re­
sult, and that consequently are active (III ,  def. 2). On the 
contrary, insofar as we have inadequate ideas, we are the inad­
equate cause of our feelings, which are passions (III, 1 and 2). 

IMAGE, IMAGINATION. Cf. Affections, Common Notions, 
Idea. 

IMMANENCE. Cf. Attribute, Cause, Eminence, Nature. 

INDIVIDUAL.-This term sometimes designates the unity of 
an idea in the attribute of thought and its object in a determi­
nate attribute (Ethics, II ,  2 1 ,  schol.). But more generally, it desig­
nates the complex organization of the existing mode in · any 
attribute. 

1 .  The mode has a singular essence, which is a degree of pow­
er or an intensive part, a pars aeterna (V, 40), each essence being 
utterly simple and agreeing with all the others. 2. This essence is 
expressed in a characteristic relation, which is itself an eternal 
truth concerning existence (for example, a certain relation of 
motion and rest in extension). 3. The mode passes into existence 
when its relation actually subsumes an infinity of extensive parts. 
These parts are determined to enter into the characteristic rela­
tion, or to realize it, through the operation of an external deter­
minism. The mode ceases to exist when its parts are determined 
from without to enter into a different relation, which is not com-
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patible with the former one. Duration is said, then, not of the 
relations themselves, but of the way in which actual parts are 
subsumed under this or that relation. And the degrees of power, 
which all agree with one another insofar as they constitute the 
essences of modes, necessarily come into conflict in existence in­
asmuch as the extensive parts that pertain to one degree under a 
certain relation can be conquered by another under a new rela­
tion (IV, ax. and V, 37 ,  schol.). 

An individual is thus always composed of an infinity of exten­
sive parts, insofar as they pertain to a singular essence of mode, 
under a characteristic relation (II, after 1 3) .  These parts (corpora 
simplicissima) are not themselves individuals; there is no essence 
of each one, they are defined solely by their exterior determin­
ism, and they always exist as infinities; but they always constitute 
an existing individual to the extent that an infinity of them en­
ters into this or that relation characterizing this or that essence 
of mode; they constitute the infinitely varied modal material of 
existence. These infinite sets are those which the letter to Meyer 
defines as greater or lesser, and as relating to something limited. 
Indeed, given two existing modes, if one has a degree of power 
double that of the other, it will have under its relation an infinity 
of parts two times greater than the other under its relation, and 
can even treat the other as one of its parts. To be sure, when two 
modes encounter one another in existence, it can happen that 
one destroys the other, or on the contrary helps it preserve it­
self, depending on whether the characteristic relations of the 
two modes decompose each other or compound with one an­
other directly. But there are always, in every encounter, some re­
lations existing as eternal truths. So that, according to this 
order, Nature in its entirety is conceived as an Individual that 
composes all relations and possesses all the sets Qf intensive parts 
with their different degrees. 

As a modal process, individuation is always quantitative, ac­
cording to Spinoza. But there are two very different individu­
ations: that of essence, defined by the singularity of each degree 
of power as a simple intensive part, indivisible and eternal; and 
that of existence, defined by the divisible set of extensive parts 
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that temporarily actualize the eternal relation of motion and 
rest in which the modal essence is expressed. (Concerning these 
two kinds of "parts" in the mind, cf. V). 

INFINITE.-Letter XII to Meyer distinguishes three infinites: 
1 .  That which is unlimited by nature (either infinite in its kind 

as is each attribute, or absolutely infinite as is substance). This 
infinite forms part of the properties of a Being involving neces­
sary existence, together with eternity, simplicity, and indivisibil­
ity: "For, if the nature of this being were limited, and conceived 
as limited, that nature would beyond the said limits be conceived 
as nonexistent" (Letter XXXV); 

2. That which is unlimited by virtue of its cause. Here Spinoza 
is referring to the immediate infinite modes in which the attri­
butes are expressed absolutely. And doubtless these modes are 
indivisible; yet they have an actual infinity of parts, all of which 
agree with and are indissociable from one another: thus the 
modal essences contained in the attribute (each essence is an in­
tensive part or a degree). It is for this reason that, if we consider 
one of these essences abstractly, apart from the others and from 
the substance that produces them, we apprehend it as limited, 
external to the others. Moreover, since the essence does not de­
termine the existence and duration of the mode, we apprehend 
duration as something which may be more or less, and existence 
as being composed of more or fewer parts; we apprehend them 
abstractly as divisible quantities; 

3 .  That which cannot be equal to any number, although it is 
more or less large and comprises a maximum and a minimum 
(the example of the sum of inequalities of distance between two 
nonconcentric circles, in the letter to Meyer). This infinite re­
fers to the finite existing modes and to the mediate infinite 
modes which they compose under certain relations. Indeed, 
each modal essence as a degree of power comprises a maximum 
and a minimum; and insofar as the mode exists, an infinity of 
extensive parts (corpora simplicissima) pertain to it under the rela­
tion that corresponds to its essence. This infinite is not defined 
by the number of its parts, since the latter always exist as an in­
finity that exceeds any number; and it can be more or less large, 



Spinoza: Practical Philosophy / 79 

since to an essence whose degree of power is double that of an­
other there corresponds an infinity of extensive parts two times 
greater. This variable infinite is that of the existing modes, and 
the infinite set of all these sets, together with the characteristic 
relations, constitutes the mediate infinite mode. But when we 
conceive the essence of a mode abstractly, we also conceive its 
existence abstractly, measuring it, counting it, and making it de­
pend on an arbitrarily determined number of parts (cf. #2). 

Hence there is no indefinite that is not abstractly conceived. 
Every infinite is actual. 

INTELLECT (INFINITE INTELLECT, IDEA OF GOD).­
The intellect, whether infinite or finite, is only a mode of the 
attribute of thought (Ethics, 1, 3 1 ) .  In this sense, it does not con­
stitute the essence of God any more than does will. Those who 
ascribe intellect and will to God's essence conceive God accord­
ing to anthropological or even anthropomorphic predicates. As 
a result, they can save the distinction between essences only by 
invoking a divine intellect that surpasses our own, has a pre-emi­
nent status compared to ours, and is related to ours through sim­
ple analogy. In this way, one falls into all the confusions of an 
equivocal language (as with the word dog which designates both 
a heavenly constellation and a barking animal, I, 1 7, schol.). 

The Ethics conducts a twofold critique of a divine intellect 
which would be that of a legislator, containing models or possi­
bilities according to which God would rule creation, and of a di­
vine will which would be that of a prince or tyrant, creating ex 
nihilo (I, 1 7, schol.; 33, schol. 2). These are the two great misun­
derstandings that distort both the notion of necessity and the 
notion of freedom. 

The true status of the infinite intellect is captured in the fol­
lowing three propositions: 1 .  God produces with the same neces­
sity by which he understands himself. 2. God understands all that 
he produces. 3. God produces the form in which he understands 
himself and understands all things. These three propositions 
show, each in its own way, that the possible does not exist, that 
all that is possible is necessary (God does not conceive contingen­
cies in his intellect, but 1 .  merely understands everything that 
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follows from his nature or his own essence; 2. necessarily un­
derstands everything that fol lows from his essence; 3 .  necessar­
ily produces this understanding of himself and of things). It 
should be pointed out, however, that the necessity invoked by 
these three propositions is not the same in each case, and that 
the status of the intellect seems to vary. 

According to the first, God produces as he understands him­
self and as he exists (II, 3, schol.). The necessity for God to un­
derstand himself appears to be not just based on the necessity of 
existing but equal to it. Hence the idea of God comprehends 
substance and the attributes, and produces an infinity of ideas 
just as substance produces an infinity of things in the attributes 
(II, 4). And there corresponds to the idea of God a power of 
thinking equal to that of existing and acting (II ,  7) .  How does 
one reconcile these characteristics with the purely modal being 
of the infinite intellect? The answer is in the condition that the 
power of the idea of God must be understood objectively: "What­
ever follows formally from God's infinite nature fol lows objec­
tively in God from his idea in the same order and with the same 
connection" (idem, II, 7, cor.). So to the extent that it represents 
the attributes and the modes, the idea of God has a power equal 
to that which it represents. But this "objective" power would re� 
main virtual, would not be actualized, contrary to alI the re­
quirements of Spinozism , if the idea of God and all the other 
ideas that fol low from it were not themselvesformed-that is, if 
they did not have their own formal being. Now, this formal be­
ing of the idea can only be a mode of the attribute of thought. 
Indeed, this is how the idea of God and the infinite intellect are 
distinguished terminologically from one another; the idea of 
God is the idea in its objective being. and the infinite intellect is 
the same idea considered in its formal being. The two aspects 
are inseparable; one cannot dissociate the first aspect from the 
second except by making the power of comprehending an unac­
tualized power. 

In the first place, this complex status of the idea of God as infi­
nite intel lect is what explains that the idea of God has as much 
unity or substance as God himself, but is capable of imparting 
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this unity to the modes themselves-hence the central role of II, 
4. Secondly, this complex status accounts for the attribute of 
thought, as we will see when we consider the relations of the 
mind and the body. 

Furthermore. our intellect is explained as an integral part of 
the divine intellect (II, 1 1 , cor.; 43 schol.). Indeed, the fact that 
the infinite intellect is a mode explains the adequation of our in­
tellect to the infinite intellect. Of course we do not know every­
thing pertaining to God; we only know the attributes that are 
involved in our being. But all that we know of Gqd is absolutely 
adequate, and an adequate idea is in us as it is in God. The idea 
that we have of God himself-that is, what we know of him-is 
therefore the idea that God has of himself (V, 36). So the abso­
lutely adequate character of our knowledge is not just based in a 
negative way on the "devalorization" of the infinite intellect, re­
duced to the condition of a mode; the positive basis is in the uni­
vodty of the attributes which have only one form in the 
substance whose essence they constitute and in the modes that 
imply them, so that our intellect and the infinite intellect may be 
modes, but they nonetneless objectively comprehend the corre­
sponding attributes as they are formally. This is why the idea of 
God will play a fundamental role in adequate knowledge, being 
considered first according to a use that we make of it, in connec­
tion with the common notions (second kind of knowledge), then 
according to its own being insofar as we are a part of it (third 
kind). 

JOY.SADNESS. Cf. Affections, Good, Power. 

KNOWLEDGE (KINDS OF-). Knowledge is not the oper­
ation of a subject but the affirmation of the idea in the mind: "It 
is never we who affirm or deny something of a thing; it is the 
thing itself that affirms or denies something of itself in us" (Short 
Treatise, II, 1 6, 5). Spinoza rejects any analysis of knowledge that 
would distinguish two elements, intellect and will. Knowledge is 
a self-affirmation of the idea, an "explication" or development 
of the idea, in the same sense that an essence is explained 
through its properties or that a cause is explained through its 
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effects (!:thics, I, ax. 4; I, 1 7) .  Conceived in this way, knowledge 
as an affirmation of the idea is distinguished: 1 .  from conscious­
ness as a reduplication of the idea; 2. from affects as determina­
tions of the conatus by ideas. 

But the kinds of knowledge are modes of existence, because 
knowing embraces the types of consciousness and the types of 
affects that correspond to it, so that the whole capacity for being 
affected is filled. Spinoza' s exposition of the kinds of knowledge 
varies considerably from one work to another, but this is chiefly 
because the central role of the common notions is not estab­
lished until the Ethics. In the definitive formulation (II, 40, 
schol. 2) the first kind is defined above all by equivocal signs, that 
is, by indicative signs that involve an inadequate knowledge of 
things, and imperative signs that involve an inadequate knowl­
edge of laws. This first kind expresses the natural conditions of 
our existence insofar as we do not have adequate ideas. It is con­
stituted by the linking together of inadequate ideas and of the 
affects-passions that result from them. 

The second kind is defined by the common notions, that is, by 
the composition of relations, the effort of reason to organize the 
encounters between existing modes according to relations that 
agree with one another, and either the surpassing or the replace­
ment of passive affects by active affects that follow from the com­
mon notions themselves. But the common notions, without 
being abstracts, are still general ideas that do not apply to the 
existing modes; it is in this sense that they do not give us knowl­
edge of the singular essence. It pertains to the third kind of 
knowledge to reveal the essences: the attribute is then no longer 
grasped as a common (Le. ,  general) notion applicable to all the 
existing modes, but as a (univocal) form common to the sub­
stance whose essence it constitutes and to the essences of mode 
that it contains as singular essences (V, 36 schol.). The figure 
corresponding to the third kind is a triangle that joins together 
the adequate ideas of ourselves, of God, and of other things. 

The break is between the first and the second kinds, since ade­
quate ideas and active affects begin with the second (II, 4 1  and 
42). From the second to the third there is a difference in nature, 
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but the third has a causafiendi i n  the second (V, 28).  I t  i s  the idea 
of God that enables us to go from the one to the other. Actually, 
the idea of God pertains in a sense to the second kind, being 
linked to the common notions; but, not being itself a common 
notion, since it comprehends the essence of God, it forces us, 
given this new perspective, to pass to the third kind which con­
cerns the essence of God, our singular essence, and all the singu­
lar essences of other things. It is true that when we say the 
second kind is a causa fiendi of the third, this expression should 
be understood more in an occasional sense than an actual sense, 
because the third kind does not occur, strictly speaking, but is 
eternal and is found as eternally given (V, 3 1  schol. and 3 3  
schol.). 

Moreover, between the first kind and the second, despite the 
break there is still a certain occasional relation that explains the 
possibility of the leap from one to the other. On the one hand, 
when we encounter bodies that agree with ours, we do not yet 
have the adequate idea of these other bodies or of ourselves, but 
we experience joyful passions (an increase of our power of act­
ing) which still pertain to the first kind but lead us to form the 
adequate idea of what is common to these bodies and our own. 
On the other hand, the common notion in itself has complex 
harmonies with the confused images of the first kind, and relies 
on certain characteristics of the imagination. These two points 
constitute basic arguments in the theory of the common notions. 

LAW. Cf. Sign, Society. 

LOVE-HATRED. Cf. Affections. 

METHOD.- l .  The aim is not to make something known to us, 
but to make us understand our power of knowing. It is a matter 
of becoming conscious of this power: a reflexive knowledge, or 
an idea of the idea. But since the idea of the idea is worth what 
the first idea is worth, this prise de conscience assumes that we first 
have a true idea of some kind. It matters little which idea; it can 
be an idea that involves a fiction, such as that of a geometric be­
ing. It will enable us to understand our power of knowing all the 
better, without reference to a real object. The method thus 
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takes its starting point from geometry. Already in the Treatise on 
the Intellect, as we have seen with regard to the theory of abstrac­
tion, one begins with a geometric idea, even though this idea is 
imbued with fiction and does not represent anything in Nature. 
In the Ethics the theory of common notions makes possible an 
even more rigorous assignment of the starting point: one be­
gins with substances, each one of which is qualified by an attri­
bute; these substances are used as common notions and are 
analogous to geometric beings, but with no fiction involved. In 
any case, the true idea taken as a starting point is reflected in an 
idea of the idea that makes us understand our power of know­
ing. This is the formal aspect of the method. 

2. But the true idea, related to our power of knowing, at the 
same time discovers its own inner content, which is not its rep­
resentative content. At the same time that it is formally ex­
plained by our power of knowing, it materially expresses its 
own cause (whether this cause is a formal cause as cause of it­
self, or an efficient cause). The true idea, insofar as it expresses 
its cause, becomes an adequate idea and gives us a genetic defi­
nition. Thus in the Treatise on the Intellect, the geometric being i s  
amenable to  a causal or genetic definition from which all its proper­
ties follow at once; and in the Ethics one goes from ideas of sub­
stances, each qualified by an attribute, to the idea of a single 
substance possessing all the attributes (I , 9 and 1 0), as cause of 
itself (I, 1 1 ) and from which all properties follow (I, 16). The 
procedure is regressive, therefore, since it goes from knowl­
edge of the thing to knowledge of the cause. But it is synthetic, 
since one does not just determine a property of the cause in 
terms of a known property of the effect, but one reaches an es­
sence as the genetic reason for all the knowable properties. 
The method did not start from the idea of God, but it arrives 
there "as quickly as possible," according to this second aspect. 
One arrives at the idea of God, either as being the very cause 
insofar as it is the cause of itself (in the case of the Ethics), or as 
being what determines the cause to produce its effect (in the 
case of the Treatise on the Intellect); 

3 .  As soon as one arrives at the idea of God, everything 
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changes. For, even from the viewpoint of the Treatise on the Intel­
lec4 all fictions are left behind, and what was still regressive in 
the synthetic method gives way to a progressive deduction in 
which all ideas connect with one another starting from the idea 
of God. From the viewpoint of the Ethics, the idea of God is 
closely linked to the common notions, to a use of the common 
notion, but is not itself a common notion; the common notion is 
capable of doing away with all generalities, carrying us from 
the essence of God to the essences of things as real singular be­
ings. This connection ofideas does not derive from their repre­
sentative order, or from the order of what they represent; on 
the contrary, they represent things as they are only because 
they connect according to their own autonomous order. The 
third aspect of the method, its progressive-synthetic character, 
combines the other two, the reflexive-formal aspect and the ex­
pressive-material aspect; the ideas connect with one another 
starting from the idea of God, insofar as they express their own 
cause and are explained by our power of comprehending. This 
is why the mind is said t9 be "like a spiritual automaton," since 
by unfolding the autonomous order of its own ideas it unfolds 
the order of the things represented (Treatise on the Intellect, 85). 

The geometric method, as Spinoza conceives it, is perfectly 
suited to the first two aspects above: in the Treatise on the Intellect, 
by virtue of the special fictive character of the geometric be­
ings and their amenability to a genetic definition; in the Ethics, 
by virtue of the deep affinity of the common notions with the 
geometric beings themselves. And the Ethics explicitly acknowl­
edges that its entire method, from the beginning to Part V, 2 1 ,  
proceeds geometrically because i t  i s  based on the second kind 
of knowledge, i .e. ,  on the common notions (cf. V, 36, schol.). 
But the problem is this: What happens at the third stage, when 
we cease using the idea of God as a common notion, when we 
go from the essence of God to the singular essences of real be­
ings, that is, when we reach the third kind of knowledge? The 
true problem of the scope of the geometric method is not posed 
simply by the difference between geometric beings and real be­
ings, but by the difference, at the level of real beings, between 
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knowledge of the second k ind and knowledge of the third kind. 
Now the two famous texts that l iken demonstrations to "eyes of 
the mind" bear precisely on the third kind, in a domain of ex­
perience and vision where the common notions are surpassed 
(Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 1 3 , and Ethics, V, 23,  schol.) .  It 
must be concluded, then, that Spinoza's general method does 
not assign a merely propaedeutic value to the geometric proce­
dure, but, at the end of its movement, and through its original 
formal and material interpretation, imparts to the geometric 
method sufficient force to go beyond its ordinary l imits, rid­
ding it of the fictions and even the generalities that accompany 
its restricted use (Letter LXXXIII, to Tschirnhaus). 

MIND AND BODY (PARALLELISM).-The word soul is not 
employed in the Ethics except in rare polemical instances. Spi­
noza replaces it with the word mind (mens). Soul is too burdened 
with theological prejudices and does not account: 1 .  for the 
true nature of the mind, which consists in being an idea, and 
the idea of something; 2 .  for the true relation with the body, 
which is precisely the object of this idea; 3 .  for real eternity in­
sofar as it differs in nature from pseudo-immortality; 4. for the 
pluralist composition of the mind, as a composite idea that pos­
sesses as many parts as faculties. 

The body is a mode of extension; the mind, a mode of think­
ing. Since the individual has an essence, the individual mind is 
constituted first of all by what is primary in the modes of think­
ing, that is, by an idea (Ethics, II, ax. 3 and prop. 1 1 ) .  The mind is 
therefore the idea o/the corresponding body. Not that the idea 
is defined by its representative power; but the idea that we are is 
to thought and to other ideas what the body that we are is to 
extension and to other bodies. There is an automatism of think­
ing (Treatise on the Intellect, 85), just as there is a mechanism of the 
body capable of astonishing us (Ethics, III, 2, schol.). Each thing 
is at once body and mind, thing and idea; it is in this sense that all 
individuals are animata (II, 1 3, schol.). The representative power 
of the idea simply follows from this correspondence. 

The same is true of the ideas that we have, and not just of the 
idea that we are. For we do not have the idea that we are, at least 
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not immediately: i t  i s  in God insofar as he is  affected with an in­
finity of different ideas (II ,  1 1 , cor.) .  What we have is the idea of 
that which happens to our body, the idea of our body's affections, 
and it is only through such ideas that we know immediately our 
body and others, our mind and others (II ,  1 1 ) .  So there is a 
correspondence between the affections of the body and the 
ideas of the mind, a correspondence by which these ideas repre­
sent these affections. 

What explains this system of correspondence? What must be 
ruled out is any real action between the body and the mind, since 
they depend on two different attributes, each attribute being 
conceived through itself (III, 2, dem. ;  V, pref.). The body and 
the mind-what happens to one and what happens to the other 
respectively-are therefore autonomous. But there is neverthe­
less a correspondence between the two, because God, as a single 
substance possessing aU the attributes, does not produce any­
thing without producing it in each attribute according to one 
and the same order (II, 7 ,  schol.). So there is one and the same 
order in thought and in �xtension, one and the same order of 
bodies and minds. But the originality of Spinoza' s doctrine is not 
defined by this correspondence without real causality, nor even 
by this identity of order. Indeed, similar tenets are common 
among the Cartesians; one can deny real causality between the 
body and the mind and still maintain an ideal or occasional cau­
sality; one can affirm an ideal correspondence between the two, 
according to which, as tradition has it, a passion of the soul cor­
responds to an action of the body, and vice versa; one can affirm 
an identity of order between the two without their having the 
same "dignity" or perfection; for example, Leibniz coins the 
word parallelism to describe his own system without real causal­
ity, where the series of the body and the series of the mind are 
modeled rather on the asymptote and on projection. What ac­
counts for the originality of the Spinozist doctrine then? Why is 
it that the word parallelism, which does not come from Spinoza, 
suits him perfectly nevertheless? 

The answer lies in the fact that there is not just an identity "of 
order" between bodies and minds, between the phenomena of 
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the body and the phenomena of the mind (isomorphism). There is 
also an identity of "connection" between the two series (isonomy 
or equivalence), that is, an equal valence, an equality of principle, 
between extension and thought, and between what occurs in 
one and in the other. In terms of the Spinozan critique of all 
eminence, of all transcendence and equivocity, no attribute is su­
perior to another, none is reserved for the creator, none is rel­
egated to the created beings and to their imperfection. Thus, 
the series of the body and the series of the mind present not only 
the same order but the same chain of connections under equal 
principles. Finally, there is an identity of being (isology) in that 
the same thing, the same modification is produced in the attri­
bute of thought under the mode of a mind, and in the attribute 
of extension under the mode of a body. The practical conse­
quence of this is immediate: contrary to the traditional moral 
view, all that is action in the body is also action in the mind, and 
all that is passion in the mind is also passion in the body (III, 2, 
schol. :  "The order of actions and passions of our body is, by na­
tlJre, at one with the order of actions and passions of the mind"). 

It should be noted that the parallelIsm of the mind and the 
body is the first case of a general epistemological parallelism be­
tween the idea and its object. This is why Spinoza invokes the 
axiom according to which the knowledge of an effect involves 
the knowledge of its cause (I, ax. 4; II, 7 ,  dem.) . More exactly, it 
is demonstrated that to every idea there corresponds something 
(since nothing could be known without a cause that brings it into 
being) and to each thing there corresponds an idea (since God 
forms an idea of his essence and of all that follows from it). But 
this parallelism between an idea and its object only implies the 
correspondence, the equivalence, and the identity between a 
mode of thinking and a different mode considered under a spe­
cific attribute (in our case, extension as the only other attribute 
that we know: thus the mind is the idea of the body, and of noth­
ing else). Now, on the contrary, the result of the demonstration 
of parallelism (II, 7 ,  schol.) amounts to an ontological parallelism 
between modes under all the attributes, modes that differ only 
in their attribute. According to the first parallelism, an idea in 
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thought and its object in a different attribute form one and the 
same "individual" (II, 2 1 ,  schol.); according to the second, 
modes under all the attributes form one and the same modifica­
tion. The disparity between the two is pointed out by Tschirn­
haus (Letter LXV): whereas a single mode under each attribute 
expresses the substantial modification, in thought there are sev­
eral modes or ideas, one of which expresses the mode corre­
sponding to attribute A, another the mode corresponding to 
attribute B . . .  "Why does the mind, which represents a certain 
modification, the same modification being expressed not only in 
extension but in infinite other ways, perceive the modification 
only as expressed through extension, that is , the human body, 
and not as expressed through any other attribute?" 

This multiplication of ideas is a privilege in extension. But this is 
not the only privilege of the attribute of thought. A second 
privilege, in repetition, consists in the redoubling of the idea that 
constitutes consciousness: the idea that represents an object has 
a formal being itself under the attribute of thought, and is there­
fore the object of another Jdea that represents it, to infinity. Fur­
ther, a third privilege, in comprehension, consists in the power 
which the idea has to represent substance itself and its attri­
butes, although the idea is only a mode of this substance under 
the attribute of thought. 

These privileges of the attribute of thought are based on the 
complex status of the idea of God or the infinite intellect. The 
idea of God objectively comprehends substance and the attri­
butes, but must be formed as a mode under the attribute of 
thought. Consequently, as many ideas must be formed as there 
are of formally distinct attributes. And each idea, in its own for­
mal being, must in turn be objectively comprehended by an­
other idea. But these privileges do not disrupt the parallelism; 
on the contrary, they are an integral part of it. For the ontologi­
cal parallelism (one modification for all the modes that differ in 
attribute) is founded on the equality of all the attributes as forms 
of essences and forces of existence (including thought). The 
epistemological parallelism is founded on an entirely different 
equality, that of two powers, the formal power of existing (con-
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ditioned by all the attributes) and the objective power of think­
ing (conditioned only by the power of thought). And what 
founds the passage from the epistemological parallelism to the 
ontological parallelism is again the idea of God, because it alone 
authorizes the transfer of unity from substance to the modes (II, 
4) . The final formula of parallelism is therefore: one and the 
same modification is  expressed by one mode under each attribute, 
each mode forming an individual together with the idea that rep­
resents it under the attribute of thought. The real privileges of 
the attribute of thought in parallelism should not be confused 
with the apparent breaks. The latter are of two kinds: 1 .  in the 
case of the existing mode, the way in which the body is taken as a 
controlling model for the study of the mind (II, 1 3 , schol. ;  III, 2 ,  
schol.); 2 .  in  the case of  the modal essence, the way in  which the 
mind is taken as an exclusive model, to the point of saying that it 
is "without relation to the body" (V, 20, schol.). It should be not­
ed first of all that, the mind being a highly composite idea (II, 
1 5) ,  these breaks do not concern the same parts. The model of 
the body is valid for the mind as an idea that involves the existing 
body, hence for all perishable parts of the mind that are grouped 
under the name of imagination (V, 20, schol., 2 1 ,  39, 40), that is, 
for the ideas of affections that we have. The model of pure 
mind, on the contrary, is valid for the mind as an idea that ex­
presses the essence of the body, hence for the eternal part of 
mind called the intellect, that is, for the idea that we are, consid­
ered in its internal relationship with the idea of God and the 
ideas of other things. Understood in this way, the breaks are 
only apparent. For, in the first case, it is not at all a matter of 
giving a privilege to the body over the mind; it is a matter of ac­
quiring a knowledge of the powers of the body in order to dis­
cover, in parallel fashion, powers of the mind that escape 
consciousness. Thus instead of merely invoking consciousness 
and concluding hastily in favor of the alleged power of the 
"soul" over the body, one will engage in a comparison of powers 
that leads us to discover more in the body than we know, and 
hence more in the mind than we are conscious of (II ,  1 3 , 
schol .) . Nor, in the second case, is it a matter of giving a privi-
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lege to the mind over the body: there is a singular essence of 
this or that body, just as there is of the mind (V, 22) .  True, this 
essence appears only insofar as it is expressed by the idea that 
constitutes the essence of the mind (the idea that we are) . But 
there is no idealism in this;  Spinoza only wants to make c lear, 
in keeping with the axiom of epistemological paral lelism, that 
the essences of modes have a cause through which they must 
be conceived; hence there is an idea that expresses the essence 
of the body and that makes us conceive this essence through 
its cause (V, 22 and 30). 

MODE.-"The affections of a substance; that is, that which is 
in something else and is conceived through something else" 
(Ethics, I, def. 5). Constitutes the second term of the alterna­
tive of that which is: being in itself (substance), being in some­
thing else (I, ax. 1 ) . 

One of the essential points of Spinozism is in its identifica­
tion of the ontological relationship of substances and modes 
with the epistemological relationship of essences and proper­
ties and the physical relationship of cause and effect .  The 
cause and effect relationship is inseparable from an imma­
nence through which the cause remains in itself in order to 
produce. Conversely, the relationship between essence and 
properties is inseparable from a dynamism through which 
properties exist as infinities, are not inferred by the intellect 
explaining substance without being produced by substance ex­
plaining itself or expressing itself in the intellect, and, final ly, 
enjoy an essence through which they are inferred. The two as­
pects coincide in that the modes differ from substance in exis­
tence and in essence, and yet are produced in those same 
attributes that constitute the essence of substance. That God 
produces "an infinity of things in an infinity of modes" (Ethics, 
I ,  1 6) means that effects are indeed things, that is ,  real beings 
which have an essence and existence of their own, but do not 
exist and have no being apart from the attributes in which 
they are produced. In this way, there is a univocity of Being 
(attributes), although that which is (of which Being is af­
firmed) is not at all the same (substance or modes). 
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Spinoza repeatedly underscores the irreducibility of the 
modes to mere fictions, or beings of reason. This is because the 
modes have a specificity that requires original principles (for ex­
ample, the unity of diversity in the mode, Letter XXXII, to Olden­
burg). And the specificity of the mode has to do less with its 
finitude than with the type of infinite that corresponds to it. 

The immediate infinite mode (infinite intellect in the case of 
thought, motion and rest in the case of extension) is infinite by 
its cause and not by nature. This infinite comprises an infinity of 
actual parts inseparable from one another (for example, ideas of 
essences as parts of the idea of God, or intellects as parts of the 
infinite intellect; essences of bodies as elementary forces). As 
concerns extension, the mediate infinite mode is the facies totius uni­
versi, that is, all the relations of motion and rest that govern the 
determinations of the modes as existing; and no doubt, as con­
cerns thought, the ideal relations governing the determinations 
of ideas as ideas of existing modes. Thus a finite mode cannot be 
separated: 1 .  by its essence, from the infinity of other essences 
that all agree with one another in the immediate infinite mode; 
2. by its existence, from the infinity of other existing modes that 
are causes of it under different relations implied in the mediate 
infinite mode; 3. or final ly, from the infinity of extensive parts 
that each existing mode actually possesses under its own 
relation. 

NATURE.-Natura naturans (as substance and cause) and Na­
tura naturata (as effect and mode) are interconnected through a 
mutual immanence: on one hand, the cause remains in itself in 
order to produce; on the other hand, the effect or product re­
mains in the cause (Ethics, 1 , 29, scho1.). This dual condition en­
ables us to speak of Nature in general, without any other 
specification. Naturalism in this case is what satisfies the three 
forms of univocity: the univocity of attributes, where the attri­
butes in the same form constitu te the essence of God as naturing 
nature and contain the essences of modes as natured nature; the 
univocity of the cause, where the cause of all things is affirmed 
of God as the genesis of natured nature, in the same sense that 
he is the cause of himself, as the genealogy of naturing nature; 
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the univodty of modality, where necessity qual ifies both the or­
der of natured nature and the organization of naturing nature. 

As for the idea of an order of natured nature, one must distin­
guish between several meanings: 1 .  the correspondence be­
tween things in the different attributes; 2. the connection of 
things in each attribute (immediate infinite mode, mediate infi­
nite mode, finite modes); 3. the internal agreement of all the es­
sences of modes with one another, as parts of the divine power; 
4. the composition of relations that characterize the existing 
modes according to their essence, a composition that is realized 
according to eternal laws (a mode existing under its relation 
compounds with certain others; however, its relation can also be 
decomposed by others-so this still involves an internal order, 
but an order of agreements and disagreements between exis­
tences, Ethics, II, 29, schol. ; V, 1 8 ,  schol.); 5. the external en­
counters between existing modes, which take place one upon the 
other, without regard to the order of composition of relations 
(in this case we are dealing with an extrinsic order, that of the 
inadequate: the order of encounters, the "common order of Na­
ture," which is said to be' "fortuitous" since it does not follow 
the rational order of relations that enter into composition, but 
which is necessary nonetheless since it obeys the laws of an exter­
nal determinism operating proximately; cf. II,  29, cor. and II, 
36, according to which there is an order of the inadequate). 

NECESSARY.-The Necessary is the only modality of what is; 
all that is is necessary, either through itself or through its .cause. 
Necessity is thus the third figure of the univocal (univocity of 
mOdality, after the univocity of the attributes and the univocity 
of the cause). 

What is necessary is: 1 .  the existence of substance insofar as it 
is involved by its essence; 2. the production by substance of an 
infinity of modes, insofar as "cause of all things" is affirmed in 
the same sense as cause of itself; 3 .  the infinite modes, insofar as 
they are produced in the attribute considered in its absolute na­
ture or modified with an infinite modification (they are neces­
sary by virtue of their cause); 4 .  the essences of finite modes, 
which all agree with one another and form the actual infinity of 
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the constituent parts of the mediate infinite mode (relational ne­
cessity); 5 .  the compositions of existence according to the rela­
tions of motion and rest in the modes; 6. the purely extrinsic 
encounters between existing modes, or rather between the ex­
tensive parts that pertain to them under the preceding relations 
and the determinations that fol low therefrom for each one: 
birth, death, affections (proximate necessity). 

The categories of possible and contingent are illusions, but il­
lusions based on the organization of the finite existing mode. 
For the mode's essence does not determine its existence; thus, if 
we only consider the essence of the mode, its existence is neither 
posited nor excluded, and the mode is apprehended as contin­
gent (Ethics, IV, def. 3). And even if we consider extrinsic causes 
or determinations that make the mode exist (cf. #6), we still only 
apprehend it as possible in that we do not know if these determi­
nations are themselves determined to act. In any case, existence 
is necessarily determined, both from the standpoint of relations 
as eternal truths or laws and from the standpoint of extrinsic de­
terminations or particular causes (#5 and #6): so contingency 
and possibility only express our ignorance . Spinoza's critique 
has two culminating points: nothing is possible in Nature; that is, 
the essences of nonexisting modes are not models or possibilities 
in a divine legislative intellect; there is nothing contingent in 
Nature; that is, existences are not produced through the action 
of a divine will which, in the manner of a prince, could have cho­
sen a different world and different laws. 

NEGATION.-The Spinozan theory of negation (negation's 
radical elimination, its status as an abstraction and a fiction) is 
based on the difference between distinction, always positive, and 
negative determination: all determination is negation (Letter L, to 
Jelles). 

1 .  The attributes are really distinct; that is, the nature of each 
one must be conceived without any reference to another. Each 
one is infinite in its kind or nature, and cannot be limited or de­
termined by something of the same nature. One cannot even say 
that the attributes are defined by their opposition to one an­
other: the logic of real distinction defines each nature in itself, 
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through its independent positive essence. Every nature is  posi­
tive, hence unlimited and undetermined in its kind, so that it ex­
ists of necessity (Letter XXXVI, to Hudde). Corresponding to 
positivity as infinite essence there is affirmation as necessary ex­
istence (Ethics, I, 7 and 8). That is why all the attributes, which 
are really distinct precisely by virtue of their distinction without 
opposition, are at the same time affirmed of one and the same 
substance whose essence and existence they express (I, 1 0 ,  schol. 
1 and 1 9) .  The attributes are both the positive forms of the es­
sence of substance and the affirmative forms of its existence. 
The logic of real distinction is a logic of coessential positivities 
and coexistent affirmations. 

2. In return, the' finite is clearly limited and determined: limit­
ed in its nature by something else of the same nature; deter­
mined in its existence by something which denies its existence in 
such and such a place or at such and such a moment. The Spino­
zan expression modo certo et determinatio means precisely: in a limit­
ed and determined mode. The existing finite mode is limited in 
its essence and determined in its existence. The limitation con­
cerns its essence, and the determination, its existence: the two 
figures of the negative. But all this is true only abstractly, that is, 
when one considers the mode in itself, apart from what causes it 
to be, in essence and in existence. 

For the essence of the mode is a degree of power. This degree 
in itself does not signify a limit or bound, an opposition to other 
degrees, but an intrinsic positive distinction such that all the es­
sences or degrees fit together and form an infinite set by virtue 
of their common cause. As for the existing mode, it is true that it 
is determined to exist and to act, that it opposes other modes, 
and that it passes to greater or lesser perfections. But ( 1 )  to say 
that it is determined to exist is to say that an infinity of parts is 
determined from without to enter into the relation that charac­
terizes its essence. These extrinsic parts pertain then to its es­
sence but do not constitute it; this essence lacks nothing when 
the mode does not yet exist or no longer exists (IV, end of the 
preface). Insofar as it exists, it affirms its existence through all its 
parts: its existence is therefore a new type of distinction, an ex-
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trinsic distinction by which the essence is affirmed in duration 
(III, 7); (2) the existing mode opposes other modes that threaten 
to destroy its parts; it is affected by other, harmful or beneficial 
modes. And depending on the affections of its parts, it augments 
its power of acting or passes to a lesser perfection (joy and sad­
ness). But at each moment it has as much perfection or power of 
acting as it can have in terms of the affections that it expe­
riences. So its existence does not cease to be an affirmation, 
varying only according to its qualified affections (which always 
involve something positive); the existing mode always affirms a 
force of existing (vis existendi, gen. def. of the affects). 

The existence of the modes is a system of variable affirma­
tions, and the essence of the modes, a system of multiple positivi­
ties. The Spinozan principle asserts that negation is nothing, 
because absolutely nothing ever lacks anything. Negation is a be­
ing of reason, or rather of comparison, which results from our 
grouping together all sorts of distinct beings so as to refer them 
to one and the same fictitious ideal, in the name of which we say 
that one or another of them falls short of the ideal (Letter XIX, to 
Blyenbergh). It makes as much sense to say that a stone is not a 
man, a dog is not a circle, or a circle is not a sphere. No nature 
lacks that which constitutes another nature or that which per­
tains to another nature. Thus an attribute does not lack the na­
ture of another attribute, being as perfect as it can be in terms of 
what constitutes its essence; and even an existing mode, com­
pared to itself insofar as it passes to a lesser perfection (for exam­
ple, going blind, or becoming sad and hateful), is always as 
perfect as it can be in terms of the affections that now pertain to 
its essence. The comparison of a being with itself is not any more 
justified than the comparison with something else (Letter XXI, to 
Blyenbergh). In short, every privation is a negation, and nega­
tion is nothing. In order to eliminate the negative, it suffices to 
reintegrate each thing into the type of infinite that corresponds 
to it (it is false that the infinite as such does not support 
distinction). 

The argument according to which negation is nothing (noth­
ingness having no properties) is common in so-called pre-Kant-
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ian philosophy. But Spinoza gives it a profoundly original mean­
ing and recasts it completely by turning it back against the hy­
pothesis of creation, and by showing how non being or 
nothingness is never included in the nature of something. "To 
say that the nature of the thing required this limitation . . .  is to 
say nothing. For the nature of the thing cannot require anything 
unless it exists" (Short Treatise, I, chap. 2, 5, n. 2). Practically, the 
negative is eliminated through Spinoza's radical critique of all 
the passions that derive from sadness. 

NUMBER. Cf. Abstractions. 

OBEY. Cf. Sign, Society. 

ORDER. Cf. Nature. 

PASSION. Cf. Affections. 

POSSIBLE. Cf. Intellect , Necessary. 

POWER.-One of the basic points of the Ethics consists in deny­
ing that God has any power (potestas) analogous to that of a ty­
rant, or even an enlightened prince. God is not will ,  not even a 
will enlightened by a legislative intellect. God does not conceive 
possibilities in his intellect, which he would realize through his 
will. The divine intellect is only a mode through which God 
comprehends nothing other than his own essence and what fol­
lows from it; his will is only a mode according to which all conse­
quences follow from his essence or from that which he 
comprehends. So he has no potestas but only a potentia identical to 
his essence. Through this power, God is also the cause of all 
things that follow from his essence, and the cause of himself, 
that is, of his existence as it is involved by his essence (Ethics, I,  
34). 

All potentia is act, active and actual. The identity of power and 
action is explained by the following: all power is inseparable 
from a capacity for being affected, and this capacity for being 
affected is constantly and necessarily filled by affections that re­
alize it. The word potestas has a legitimate use here: "Whatever is 
in God's power (in potestate) must be so comprehended by his es-
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sence that it necessarily follows from it" (I , 35). In other words: 
to potentia as essence there corresponds a potestas as a capacity for 
being affected, which capacity is filled by the affections or 
modes that God produces necessarily, God being unable to un­
dergo action but being the active cause of these affections. 

Divine power is twofold: an absolute power of existing, which 
entails a power of producing all things; an absolute power of 
thinking, hence of self-comprehension, which entails the power 
of comprehending all that is produced. The two powers are like 
two halves of the Absolute. They should not be confused with 
the two infinite attributes that we know; it is obvious that the 
attribute of extension does not exhaust the power of existing, 
but that the latter is an unconditioned totality which possesses a 
priori all the attributes as formal conditions. As for the attribute 
of thought, it forms part of these formal conditions that relate to 
the power of existing, since all ideas have a formal being 
through which they exist in that attribute. It is true that the at­
tribute of thought has another aspect: by itself it is the entire ob­
jective condition which the absolute power of thinking possesses a 
priori as an unconditioned totality. We have seen how this the­
ory, far from being inconsistent with parallelism, was an essen­
tial component of it. The important thing is not to confuse the 
strict equality of the attributes relative to the power of acting, 
and the strict equality of the two powers relative to absolute 
essence. 

The essence of the mode in turn is a degree of power, a part of 
the divine power, i .e. , an intensive part or a degree of intensity: 
"Man's power, insofar as it is explained through his actual es­
sence, is part of the infinite power of God or Nature" (IV, 4). 
When the mode passes into existence, an infinity of extensive 
parts are determined from without to come under the relation 
corresponding to its essence or its degree of power. Then and 
only then, this essence is itself determined as conatus or appetite 
(Ethics, III, 7). It tends in fact to persevere in existing. Precisely 
because the modal essence is not a possibility, because it is a 
physical reality that lacks nothing, it does not tend to pass into 
existence; but it tends to persevere in existing, once the mode is 
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determined to exist, that is, to subsume under its relation an in­
finity of extensive parts. To persevere is to endure; hence the 
conatus involves an indefinite duration (III ,  8). 

Just as the capacity for being affected (potestas) corresponds to 
the essence of God as power (potentia), an ability (aptus) to be af­
fected corresponds to the essence of the existing mode as a de­
gree of power (conatus). This is why the conatus, in a second 
determination, is a tendency to maintain and maximize the abili­
ty to be affected (IV, 38). Concerning this notion of ability, cf. 
Ethics, II, 1 3 ,  schol. ;  III,  post. 1 and 2 ;  V, 39.  The difference con­
sists in this: in the case of substance, the capacity for being af­
fected is necessarily filled by active affections, since substance 
produces them (the modes themselves). In the case of the exist­
ing mode, its ability to be affected is also realized at every mo­
ment, but first by affections (affectio) and affects (affectus) that do 
not have the mode as their adequate cause, that are produced in 
it by other existing modes; these affections and affects are there­
fore imaginations and passions. The feelings-affects (affectus) are 
exactly the figures taken 1;>y the conatus when it is determined to 
do this or that, by an affection (affectio) that occurs to it. These 
affections that determine the conatus are a cause of conscious­
ness: the conatus having become conscious of itself under this or 
that affect is called desire, desire always being a desire for some­
thing (III, def. of desire). 

One sees why, from the moment the mode exists, its essence as 
a degree of power is determined as a conatus, that is, an effort or 
tendency. Not a tendency to pass into existence, but to maintain 
and affirm existence. This does not mean that power ceases to 
be actual; but so long as we consider the pure essences of mode, 
all of them agree with one another as intensive parts of the di­
vine power. The same is not true of the existing modes; insofar 
as extensive parts belong to each one under the relation that 
corresponds to its essence or degree of power, an existing mode 
can always induce the parts of another to come under a new rela­
tion. The existing mode whose relation is thus decomposed can 
weaken as a result, and even die (IV, 39). In this case, the dura­
tion that it enveloped as an indefinite duration is terminated 
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from without. Here everything is a struggle of powers therefore; 
the existing modes do not necessarily agree with one another. 
"There is no singular thing in nature than which there is not an­
other more powerful and stronger. Whatever one is given, there 
is another more powerful by which the first can be destroyed" 
(IV, ax). "This axiom concerns singular things insofar as they 
are considered in relation to a certain time and place" (V, 37 ,  
schol.). If death i s  inevitable, this i s  not a t  all because death is 
internal to the existing mode; on the contrary, it is because the 
existing mode is necessarily open to the exterior, because it nec­
essarily experiences passions, because it necessarily encounters 
other existing modes capable of endangering one of its vital rela­
tions, because the extensive parts belonging to it under its com­
plex relation do not cease to be determined and affected from 
without. But just as the essence of the mode had no tendency to 
pass into existence, it loses nothing by losing existence, since it 
only loses the extensive parts that did not constitute the essence 
itself. "No singular thing can be called more perfect for having 
persevered in existing for a longer time, for the duration of 
things cannot be determined from their essence" (IV, pref.). 

Thus, if the essence of the mode as a degree of power is only 
an effort or conatus as soon as the mode comes to exist, this is 
because the powers that necessarily agree in the element of es­
sence (as intensive parts) no longer agree in the element of exis­
tence (insofar as extensive parts pertain provisionally to each 
power). The actual essence can only be determined in existence 
as an effort then, that is, a comparison with other powers that 
can always overcome it (IV, 3 and 5). We have to distinguish be­
tween two cases in this regard: either the existing mode encoun­
ters other existing modes that agree with it and bring their 
relation into composition with its relation (for example, in very 
different ways, a food, a loved being; an ally); or the existing 
mode encounters others that do not agree with it and tend to 
decompose it, to destroy it (a poison, a hated being, an enemy). 
In the first case, the existing mode's ability to be affected is ful­
filled by joyful feelings-affects, affects based on joy and love; in 
the other case, by sad feelings-affects, based on sadness and ha-
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tred. The ability to be affected is necessarily realized i n  every 
case, according to the given affections (ideas of the objects en­
countered). Even illness is a fulfillment in this sense. But the ma­
jor difference between the two cases is the following: in sadness 
our power as a conatus serves entirely to invest the painful trace 
and to repel or destroy the object which is its cause. Our power 
is immobilized, and can no longer do anything but react. Injoy, 
on the contrary, our power expands, compounds with the pow­
er of the other, and unites with the loved object (IV, 1 8) .  This is 
why, even when one assumes the capacity for being affected to 
be constant, some of our power diminishes or is restrained by 
affections of sadness, increases or is enhanced by affections of 
joy. It can be said that joy augments our power of acting and sad­
ness diminishes it. And the conatus is the effort to experience 
joy, to increase the power of acting, to imagine and find that 
which is a cause of joy, which maintains and furthers this cause; 
and also an effort to avert sadness, to imagine and find that 
which destroys the cause of sadness (III, 1 2 , 1 3, etc.). Indeed, 
the feeling-affect is the conatus itself insofar as it is determined 
to do this or that by a given idea of affection. The mode's pow­
er of acting (Spinoza sometimes says force of existing, gen. def. of 
the affects) is thus subject to considerable variations so long as 
the mode exists, although it essence remains the same and its 
ability to be affected is assumed to be constant. This is because 
joy, and what follows from it, fulfills the ability to be affected in 
such a way that the power of acting or force of existing in­
creases relatively; the reverse is true of sadness. So the conatus is 
an effort to augment the power of acting or to experience joy­
ful passions (third determination, III ,  28) .  

But the constancy of the ability to be affected is only relative 
and is contained within certain limits. Obviously, the same indi­
vidual does not have the same capacity for being affected as a 
child, an adult, and as an old person, or in good health and bad 
(IV, 39,  schol.; V, 39 ,  schol.). The effort to increase the power of 
acting cannot be separated therefore from an effort to carry the 
power of acting to a maximum (V, 39). We see no difficulty in 
reconciling the various definitions of the conatus: mechanical 
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(preserve, maintain, persevere); dynamic (increase, promote); 
apparently dialectical (oppose that which opposes, deny that 
which denies). For everything depends on and derives from an 
affirmative conception of essence: the degree of power as an af­
firmation of essence in God; the conatus as an affirmation of es­
sence in existence; the relation of motion and rest or the 
capacity for being affected as a maximum position and a mini­
mum position; the variations of the power of acting or force of 
existing within these positive limits. 

In any case, the conatus defines the right of the existing mode. 
All that I am determined to do in order to continue existing (de­
stroy what doesn't agree with me, what harms me, preserve what 
is useful to me or suits me) by means of given affections (ideas of 
objects), under determinate affects Goy and sadness, love and 
hate . . .  )-all this is my natural right. This right is strictly iden­
tical with my power and is independent of any order of ends, of 
any consideration of duties, since the conatus is the first founda­
tion, the primum mavens, the efficient and not the final cause. 
This right is not opposed "either to struggles, to hatreds, to an­
ger, to trickery, or to absolutely anything the appetite counsels" 
(Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 16 ;  Political Treatise, chap. 2, 8). 
The rational man and the foolish man differ in their affections 
and their affects but both strive to persevere in existing accord­
ing to these affections and affects; from this standpoint, their 
only difference is one of power. 

The conatus, like any state of power, is always active. But the 
difference lies in the conditions under which the action is real­
ized. One can conceive an existing mode that strives to perse­
vere in existing-in accordance with its natural right-while 
remaining at the risk of its chance encounters with other modes, 
at the mercy of affections and affects which determine it from 
without: it strives to increase its power of acting, that is, to expe­
rience joyful passions, if only by destroying that which threatens 
it (III, 1 3 , 20, 23 ,  26). But, apart from the fact that these joys of 
destruction are poisoned by the sadness and hatred in which 
they originate (III, 47), the accidental nature of the encounters 
means that we always risk encountering something more power-
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ful that will destroy us (Theological- Political Treatise, chap. 1 6; Po­
litical Treatise, chap. 2) and that, even in the most favorable in­
stances, we will encounter other modes under their discordant 
and hostile aspects (IV, 32, 33, 34). This is why it matters little 
that the effort to persevere, to increase the power of acting, to 
experience joyful passions, to maximize the capacity for being 
affected, is always satisfied; it will succeed only to the extent that 
man strives to organize his encounters, that is, among the other 
modes, to encounter those which agree with his nature and en­
ter into composition with him, and to encounter them under the 
very aspects in which they agree and accord with him. Now, this 
effort}s that of the City, and, more profoundly, that of Reason. 
Reason leads man not only to increase his power of acting, which 
still belongs to the domain of passion, but to take formal posses­
sion of this power and to experience active joys that follow from 
the adequate ideas that Reason forms. The conatus as a successful 
effort, or the power of acting as a possessed power (even if death 
puts an end to it), are called Virtue. This is why virtue is nothing 
other than the conatus, nothing other than power, as an efficient 
cause, under the conditions of realization that enable it to be 
possessed by the one who exercises it (IV, def. 8; IV, 1 8, schol. ;  
IV, 20; IV, 37 ,  schol. 1 ) .  And the adequate expression of the con­
atus is the effort to persevere in existing and to act under the 
guidance of Reason (IV, 24), that is, to acquire that which leads 
to knowledge, to adequate ideas and active feelings (IV, 26,  27,  
35; V, 38). 

Just as the absolute power of God is twofold-a power of ex­
isting and producing, and a power of thinking and comprehend­
ing-the power of the mode as degree is twofold: the ability to 
be affected, which is affirmed in relation to the existing mode, 
and particularly in relation to the body; and the power of per­
ceiving and imagining, which is affirmed in relation to the mode 
considered in the attribute of thought, hence in relation to the 
mind. "In proportion as a body is more capable than others of 
perceiving many things at once, or being acted on in many ways 
at once, so its mind is more capable than others of doing many 
things at once" (11 , 1 3 , schol .). But, as we have seen, the ability 
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to be affected relates to a power of acting that varies materially 
within the limits of this ability, and is not yet formally pos­
sessed. Similarly, the power of perceiving or imagining relates 
to a power of knowing or comprehending which it involves but 
does not yet formally express. This is why the power of imagin­
ing is still not a virtue (II, 1 7 , schol.), nor even the ability to be 
affected. It is when, through the effort of Reason, the percep­
tions or ideas become adequate, and the affects active, it is 
when we ourselves become causes of our own affects and mas­
ters of our adequate perceptions, that our body gains access to 
the power of acting, and our mind to the power of compre­
hending, which is its way of acting. " In proportion as the ac­
tions of a body depend more on itself alone, and as other bodies 
concur with it less in acting, so its mind is more capable of un­
derstanding distinctly" (II, 1 3, schol.). This effort pervades the 
second kind of knowledge and reaches completion in the third, 
when the ability to be affected only has a minimum of passive 
affects and the power of perceiving has a minimum of imagina­
tions destined to perish (V, 39 and 40). The power of the mode 
then comprehends itself as an intensive part or a degree of the 
absolute power of God, all degrees being congruent in God, 
and this congruence implying no confusion, since the parts are 
only modal and the power of God remains substantially indivis­
ible. A mode's power is a part of God's power, but this is insofar 
as God's essence is explained by the mode's essence (IV, 4). The 
entire Ethics presents itself as a theory of power, in opposition 
to morality as a theory of obligations. 

PROPHET. Cf. Sign. 

PROPRIA.-Are distinguished both from essence and from 
what follows from essence (properties, consequences, or ef­
fects). A proprium is not an essence, because it does not consti­
tute any part of a thing and does not enable us to know 
anything concerning the thing; but it is inseparable from the 
essence, it is a modality of the essence itself. And a proprium is 
not to be confused with that which follows from the essence, 
for what follows from the latter is a product having an essence 
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of its own, either in the logical sense of a property, or in the 
physical sense of an effect. 

Spinoza distinguishes between three sorts of propria of God 
(Short Treatise, I ,  chap. 2-7): in the first sense of modalities of 
the divine essence, the propria are affirmed ofall the attributes 
(cause of itself, infinite, eternal, necessary . . .  ) or of a specific 
attribute (omniscient, omnipresent); in a second sense the pro­
pria qualify God in reference to his products (cause of all 
things); and in a third sense they only designate extrinsic deter­
minations that indicate the way in which we imagine him, fail­
ing to comprehend his nature, and that serve as rules of 
conduct and principles of obedience (justice, charity . . .  ). 

Ignorance of God's essence, that is, of his nature, has been 
constant, and the reason is that people have confused it with 
the propria, disregarding the difference in nature between the 
propria and the attributes. This is theology's basic error, which 
has compromised the whole of philosophy. Thus, almost aU re­
vealed theology confines itself to propria of the third type, re­
maining completely ignorant of the true attributes or the 
essence of God (Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 2). And ration­
al theology does little better, being content with attaining the 
second and third types: e.g. ,  when it defines the nature of God 
by the infinitely perfect. This general confusion pervades the 
whole language of eminences and analogies, where God is en­
dowed with anthropological and anthropomorphic properties, 
elevated to the infinite. 

REASON. Cf. Common Notions. 

RIGHT. Cf. Power, Society. 

SIGN.-In one sense, a sign is always the idea of an effect ap­
prehended under conditions that separate it from its causes. 
Thus the effect of a body on ours is not apprehended relative to 
the essence of our body and the essence of the external body, 
but in terms of a momentary state of our variable constitution 
and a simple presence of the thing whose nature we do not 
know (Ethics, I I ,  1 7) .  Such signs are indicative: they are effects if 
mixture. They indicate the state of our body primarily, and the 
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presence of the external body secondarily. These indications 
form the basis of an entire order of conventional signs (lan­
guage), which is already characterized by its equivocity, that is, 
by the variability of the associative chains into which the indica­
tions enter (II, 1 8, schoI.) . 

In another sense, the sign is the cause itself, but apprehended 
under such conditions that one does not comprehend its na­
ture, nor its relation_to the effect. For example, God reveals to 
Adam that the fruit will poison him because it will act on his 
body by decomposing its relation; but because Adam has a 
weak understanding he interprets the effect as a punishment, 
and the cause as a moral law, that is, as a final cause operating 
through commandment and prohibition (Letter XIX, to Blyen­
bergh). Adam thinks that God has shown him a sign. In this 
way, morality compromises our whole conception of law, or 
rather moral law distorts the right conception of causes and 
eternal truths (the order of composition and decomposition of 
relations). The word law is itself compromised by its moral ori­
gin (Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 4) to such a degree that 
one sees it as a . limit on power instead of as a rule of develop­
ment: one only has to misunderstand an eternal truth, i .e . ,  a 
composition of relations, in order to interpret it as an impera­
tive. Hence these secondary signs are imperative signs, or effects of 
revelation; they have no other meaning than to make us obey. 
And the most serious error of theology consists precisely in its 
having disregarded and hidden the difference in nature be­
tween obeying and knowing, in having caused us to take princi­
ples of obedience for models of knowledge. 

In a third sense, the sign is what gives an external guarantee 
to this denatured idea of causes or this mystification of laws. 
For the cause interpreted as a moral law needs an extrinsic 
guarantee that authenticates the interpretation and the 
pseudorevelation. Here too, these signs vary with each individ­
ual ; each prophet requires signs adapted to his opinions and his 
temperament, in order to be certain that the commands and 
prohibitions that he imagines come from God (Theological-Politi­
cal Treatise, chap. 2). Such signs are interpretive and are effects of 
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superstition. The unity of all signs consists in this: they form an 
essentially equivocal language of imagination which stands in 
contrast to the natural language of philosophy, composed of 
univocal expressions. Thus, whenever a problem of signs is 
raised, Spinoza replies: such signs do not exist (Treatise on the In­
tellect, 36;  Ethics, I,  1 0, schol. 1 ). It is characteristic of inad­
equate ideas to be signs that call for interpretations by the 
imagination, and not expressions amenable to explications by the 
lively intellect (concerning the opposition of explicative ex­
pressions and indicative signs, cf. II ,  1 7, schol . and 1 8 ,  schol.). 

SOCIETY.-The civil state in which a group of men com­
pound their respective powers so as to form a more powerful 
whole. This state counteracts the weakness and powerlessness 
of the state of nature, in which each individual always risks en­
countering a superior force capable of destroying him. The civ­
il or social state resembles the state of reason, and yet it only 
resembles it, prepares for it, or takes its place (Ethics, IV, 35,  
schol. ;  54, schol . ;  73 ;  Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 1 6) .  For, 
in the state of reason, the composition of men is realized ac­
cording to a combination of intrinsic relations, and determined 
by common notions and the active feelings that follow from 
them (in particular, freedom, firmness, generosity, pietas and re­
ligio of the second kind). In the civil state, the composition of 
men or the formation of the whole is realized according to an 
extrinsic order, determined by passive feelings of hope and 
fear (fear of remaining in the state of nature, hope of emerging 
from it, Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 1 6 , Political Treatise, 
chap. 2, 1 5, chap. 6 ,  1 ) . In the state of reason, law is an eternal 
truth, that is, a natural guide for the ful l  development of the 
power of each individual. In the civil state, law restrains or l im­
its the individual's power, commands and prohibits, all the 
more since the power of the whole surpasses that of the individ­
ual (Political Treatise, chap. 3, 2). It is a "moral" law that is con­
cerned only with obedience and matters of obedience, that 
determines good and evil, the just and the unjust, rewards and 
punishments (Ethics, IV, 37,  schol. 2). 

However, like the state of reason, the civil state preserves 
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natural right. And it does so in two ways: first, because the 
whole that is formed by the composition of powers defines it­
self by its natural right (Letter L, to ]elles); second, what be­
comes common in the civil state is not the total power as an 
object of a positive "copImon notion" that would presuppose 
Reason, it is only affections or passions that determine all men 
as members of the community. In this case, since we are in a 
constituted society, it is a matter of the hope of receiving re­
wards and the fear of undergoing punishments (second kind 
of hope and fear). But these common affections determine the 
natural right or the conatus of each individual, they do not sup­
press it; each one strives to persevere in existence, but in con­
sideration or in terms of these common affections (Political 
Treatise, chap. 3.) .  

Consequently, one understands why the state of society ac­
cording to Spinoza is based on a contract that presents two 
phases: 1 .  Men must give up their power for the benefit of the 
Whole which they form by this very renunciation (the surren­
der bears exactly on this point: men agree to let themselves be 
"determined" by common affections of hope and fear); 
2. This power of the whole thus formed (absolutum imperium) is 
transferred to a state, be it monarchical, aristocratic, or 
democratic (democracy being closest to the absolutum imperium 
and tending to substitute the love of freedom, as an affection 
of Reason , for the affections-passions of fear, hope, and even 
security, cf. Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 1 6) .  

SPECIES AND KINDS. Cf. Abstractions. 

SUBSTANCE.-"What is in itself and is conceived through 
itself, i .e. , that whose concept does not require the concept of 
another thing, from which it must be formed" (Ethics, I , 
def. 3). By adding to the classic definition "what i s  conceived 
through itself," Spinoza rules out the possibility of a plurality 
of substances having the same attribute; indeed these sub­
stances would then have something in common through 
which they could be comprehended by one another. This is 
why the first eight propositions of the Ethics are devoted to 
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showing that there are not several substances per attribute: a 
numerical distinction is never a real distinction. 

That there is only one substance per attribute already suffices 
to confer unicity, self-causality, infinity, and necessary existence 
on each qualified substance. But this multiplicity of substances 
with different attributes should be understood in a purely quali­
tative way: a qualitative multiplicity or a formal-real distinction, 
to which the term "several" applies inadequately. In this sense, 
the first eight propositions are not hypothetical but preserve 
their truth throughout the Ethics. 

In return, from the standpoint of being, there is only one sub­
stance for all the attributes (and, here again, the term "one" i s  
not adequate). For, i f  a numerical distinction is never real, con­
versely a real distinction is never numerical. Hence the really 
(formally) distinct attributes are affirmed of an absolutely singu­
lar substance which possesses them all and enjoys a fortiori the 
properties of self-causal ity, infinity. and necessary existence. 
The infinite essences, which are formally distinguished in the at­
tributes that express them, merge ontologically in the substance 
to which the attributes refer them (I, 1 0, schol. 1 ). The formal­
real d istinction of the attributes does not contradict the absolute 
ontological unity of substance; on the contrary, it constitutes 
that unity. 

THINKING. Cf. Idea, Method, Mind, Power. 

TRANSCENDENTALS. Cf. Abstractions. 

TRUE. Cf. Idea, Method. 

USl':FUL-HARMFUL. Cf. Good- Bad. 

VIRTUE. Cf. Power. 



Chapter Five 
. . . .  ------@...--. . . .  

SPINOZA'S EVOLUTIO N  
(On the Noncompletion of the 

Treatise on the Intellect) 

Avenarius raised the problem of Spinoza's evolution, distin­
guishing three phases: the naturalism of the Short Treatise, the 
Cartesian theism of the Metaphysical Thoughts, and the geometric 
pantheism of the Ethics. 1 While the existence of a Cartesian and 
theist period is doubtful, there does seem to be a considerable 
difference of emphasis between the initial naturalism and the fi­
nal pantheism. Returning to the question, Martial Gueroult 
shows that the Short Treatise is based on the equation God = Na­
ture, and the Ethics, on God = substance. The primary theme of 
the Short Treatise is that ail substances pertain to one and the 
same Nature, whereas that of the Ethics is that all natures pertain 
to one and the same substance. In the Short Treatise, as a matter 
of fact, the equality of God and Nature implies that God is not 
himself substance but "Being" which manifests and unites all 
substances; so substance does not have its full value, not yet be­
ing the cause of itself, but only conceived through itself. By con­
trast, in the Ethics the identity of God and substance entails that 
the attributes or qualified substances truly constitute the essence 
of God, and already enjoy the property of self-causation. The 
naturalism is just as powerful no doubt, but in the Short Treatise it 
is a "coincidence" between Nature and God, based on the attri­
butes, whereas the Ethics demonstrates a substantial identity 

1 .  Avenarius, Ueber die beiden ersten Phasen des Spinozische Pantheis­
mus . . . , Leipzig, 1 868 . 

1 1 0 
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based on the oneness of substance (pantheism)2. There is a kind 
of displacement of Nature in the Ethics; its identity with God has 
to be established, making it more capable of expressing the im­
manence of the naturata and the naturans. 

At this culminating stage of pantheism, one might think that 
philosophy would lodge itself immediately in God, and would 
begin with God. But, strictly speaking, this is not the case. It was 
true of the Short Treatise: it alone begins with God, with God's 
existence-only to suffer the consequence, that is, a break in the 
progression between the first chapter and the second. But in the 
Ethics, or already in the Treatise on the Intellect, when Spinoza has 
a method of continuous development at his disposal, he deliber­
ately avoids beginning with God. In the Ethics he starts from giv­
en substantial attributes in order to arrive at God as substance 
constituted by all the attributes. He thus arrives at God as quick­
ly as possible, himself inventing this short path that still requires 
nine propositions. And in the Treatise on the Intellect, he started 
from a given true idea in order to arrive "as quickly as possible" 
at the idea of God. But people have gotten so used to believing 
that Spinoza should have begun with God that the best commen­
tators conjecture gaps in the text of the Treatise, and inconsisten­
cies in Spinoza's thinking.s In reality, reaching God as quickly as 
possible, and not immediately, is fully a part of Spinoza's defini­
tive method, in both the Treatise on the Intellect and the Ethics. 

2. The entire movement of chap. II of the Short Treatise implies the dis­
covery of a coincidence between Nature and God (and the appendix 
will again invoke this "coincidence," cf. prop. 4, cor.). In the Ethics this 
relation is a demonstrated identity that derives from the single sub­
stance: I, 1 4  ("From this it follows . . .  that in Nature there is only one 
substance, and that it is absolutely infinite"). Concerning these differ­
ences between the Short Treatise and the Ethics, cf. 
Gueroult, Spinoza, Aubier, I, especially appendix 6. As Gueroult points 
out, the phrase expressing Spinoza's naturalism only appears rather far 
into the text of the Ethics: Deus sive Nature, pref. Part IV. 
3. Cf. Treatise on the Intellect: "So in the beginning we must take the 
greatest care that we arrive at knowledge of the most perfect Being as 
quickly as possible" (49); "But we shall not need to fear any deception if 
we begin as soon as possible from the first elements, i .e. ,  from the 
source and origin of Nature" (75); "It is required, and reason 
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One notes the general importance of these questions of speed, 
slowness, and haste in the development of the Ethics: a great rela­
tive speed is needed at first in order to arrive at God as sub­
stance; then everything broadens out and slows down, until new 
accelerations are produced, always at necessary moments.4 the 
Ethics is a river that sometimes flows fast and sometimes slowly. 

It  is true that Spinoza's method is synthetic, constructive, 
and progressive, and that it proceeds from causes to effects. 
But this does not mean that one can establish oneself in the 
cause as if by magic. The "proper order" does go from cause 
to effects, but one cannot fol low the proper order immediate­
ly.a Synthetically as well as analytically, obviously one starts 
with the knowledge of an effect, or at least of a "given." But 
while the analytic method seeks the cause simply as the condi­
tion of the thing, the synthetic method seeks, not a conditioning, 

demands, that we ask, as soon as possible, whether there is a certain be­
ing, and at the same time, what sort of being it is, that is the cause of all 
things" (99). This last sentence is generally distorted by translators. 
And a lacuna is imagined in 46:  d. the arguments put forward even by 
Koyre, in the Vrin edition, pp. 1 04-105 .Yet the Ethics! as much as the 
Treatise on the Intellect, stresses the necessity of a minimum of time be­
fore arriving at the Absolute. To be sure, one can object that the sub­
stances or the substantial attributes, which serve as the starting point 
for the already constitute the essence of God. But, in the first 
place, one does not yet know this, one only learns it in proposition 1 0. 
Second, and above all, the beginning of the Ethics does not apprehend 
the attributes in their essence (third kind of knowledge) but considers 
them only as "common notions" (second kind): cf. the statements of 
Spinoza in V, 36, schol. . . .  One finds in the Theological-Political Treatise 
the following declaration: "As God's existence is not self-evident, it 
must necessarily be inferred from ideas so firmly and incontrovertibly 
true . . .  ," which is in strict conformity with the Ethics. 

4. For example, Part IV presents itself as an accelerated or precipitated 
movement of demonstrations. One might think that Part IV is only an 
outline. But this impression is due to the fact that its demonstrations do 
not have the same rhythm as the preceding parts, and they comprise 
condensations and flashes. In reality, this part involves the third kind of 
knowledge, a sort of fulguration. Here it is not even a matter of the 
greatest relative speed, as it was at the beginning of the Ethics, but rath­
er of an absolute velocity corresponding to the third kind. 
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but rather a genesis, that is, a sufficient reason that also enables us 
to know other things. In this sense, the knowledge of the cause is 
said to be perfect, and it proceeds as quickly as possible from the 
cause to the effects. At its beginning, synthesis does contain an 
accelerated analytic process, but one that it uses only for reaching 
the principle of the synthetic order. As Plato said, one starts from 
a "hypothesis" and goes, not towards consequences or conditions, 
but towards the "anhypothetical" principle from which all conse­
quences and conditions follow.6 

Thus, in the Treatise on the Intellect one starts . from a "given" 
true idea, that is, any true idea, in order to reach the idea of God 
from which all ideas follow. And in the Ethics one starts from any 
substantial attribute in order to reach substance, which comprises 
all the attributes and from which all things follow. It is a question 
of attending closely to these two starting points and of determin­
ing the exact nature of the difference between the Ethics and the 
Treatise. Now the Treatise is quite clear in this respect: the given 
true idea from which one starts by way of a hypothesis is that of a 
geometric being, precisely because such beings depend only on 
our thinking (thus the circle as "the locus of points situated at an 
equal distance from the same point"). Starting from there, we 
reach the genetic element from which follow not only the starting 
property but all the other properties as well; that is, we arrive at 
the synthetic definition of a circle ("the figure that is described by 
any line of which one end is fixed and the other movable"; the 
synthesis is in the joining of line and motion, which refers us to 
God as a power of thinking superior to our own).7 Let us see how 
the Ethics proceeds, for its part. The attribute, or the given 
qualified substance from which we start by way of a hypothesis, 

5. This is what Spinoza says in the Treatise on the Intellect, 46, where 
there is no reason to conjecture a lacuna. 
6. Cf. Plato, Republic, VI, 5 1 0  et seq. In his book on Fichte, Gueroult 
observed that the synthetic method does not set itself against the analyt­
ic method point for point, but rather integrates an analytic process 
while subordinating it to its own ends (L'Evolution et la structure de la 
doctrine de la science chez Fichle, Les Belles Lettres, vol. I, p. 1 74). One 
will recall the deep Spinozism of Fichte. 
7. Treatise on the Intellect, 72-73, 95-96. 
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is grasped in a common notion, and from there we reach the suf­
ficient synthetic explanation, that is, the single substance or 
the idea of God which comprehends all the attributes, and 
from which all things follow.8 Thus it is a question of knowing 
what the difference is between these two starting points, the 
idea of a geometric being and the common notion of an 
attribute. 

It seems in fact that the common notions are a particular 
contribution of the Ethics. They do not appear in the previous 
works. It is a matter of knowing whether their newness is only 
that of a word, or of a concept entailing consequences. Ac­
cording to Spinoza, every existing thing has an essence, but it 
also has characteristic relations through which it enters into 
composition with other things in existence, or is decomposed 
in other things. A common notion is precisely the idea of a 
composition of relations between several things .  Consider the 
attribute of "extension. "  It has an essence itself, and it is not 
in this sense that it is the object of a common notion. Bodies in 
extension are themselves essences, and it is not in this sense 
that they are the object of common notions. But the attribute 
of extension is also a form common to the substance whose es­
sence it constitutes, and to all possible bodies whose essences it 
involves. The attribute of extension as a common notion is not 
to be confused with any essence; it designates the unity of com­
position of all bodies: all bodies are in extension . . . .  The same 
reasoning holds for more restricted conditions: a given body 
enters into composition with some other body, and the com­
posite relation or unity of composition of the two bodies de­
fines a common notion that cannot be reduced either to the 
essence of the parts or to the essence of the whole; e.g. ,  what 
there is in common between my body and a particular food. So 
the common notions oscillate between two thresholds, the 
maximum threshold of that which is common to all bodies, 
and the minimum threshold of that which is common to at 
least two bodies, mine and another. Which is why Spinoza dis-

8. Cf. Ethics, V, 36, schol. 
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tinguishes between the most universal and the least universal 
common notions.9 And this is a privileged meaning which Na­
ture acquires in the Ethics: this composition of relations or this 
unity of composition, which will show what is in common be­
tween all bodies, between a certain number or a certain type of 
bodies, between a particular body and some other body . . .  
Common notions are always the idea of that in which bodies 
agree with one another; they agree under this or that relation 
which is established between varying numbers of bodies. In this 
sense there is indeed an order of Nature, since not just any rela­
tion enters into composition with any other relation: there is an 
order of composition of relations, going from the most univer­
sal notions to the least universal notions, and vice versa. 

This theory of common notions of the Ethics has a decisive 
importance from at least four points of view. In the first place, 
the common notions, whose object is the composition of rela­
t ions between existing bodies, do away with the ambiguities 
that still encumbered the geometric concepts. In reality, the 
common notions are physico-chemical or biological Ideas 
rather than geometric ' ones: they present Nature's unity of 
composition in its various aspects. If they are geometric, it  is 
in the sense of a natural, real geometry that captures a real 
relation between teal, physical, existing beings. By contrast, 
there was a good deal of ambiguity in the preceding works, 
concerning geometric beings: the sense in which the latter re­
mained abstract, or fictitious . . . 1 0 But once Spinoza defines 
the status of the common notions, these ambiguities are ex­
plained: a geometric concept is an abstract idea or a being of 
reason,  but it  is the abstract idea of a common notion, so that 
by drawing out this common notion, one also frees the geo­
metric method of the limitations that affected it, forcing it to 

9. Theological-Political Treatise, chap. 7. The Ethics gives an exposition 
of the common notions in II, 3 7-38 (the most universal) and 39 (the 
least universal). 
10. Concerning the ambiguous nature of geometric entities, cf. Gue­
roult, Spinoza, vol. 1, appendix 11. 
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operate through abstractions . l l  Owing to the common notions, 
the geometric method becomes adequate to the infinite, and to 
real or physical beings. So one can see that there is a great differ­
ence between the Treatise on the Intellect and the Ethics in that the 
former relies on geometric concepts with all their remaining 
ambiguities, whereas the latter relies on the newly isolated com­
mon notions. 

There also results a great difference regarding the classifica­
tion of the kinds of knowledge. In the Ethics the common no­
tions are strictly adequate ideas that define the second kind of 
knowledge. In contrast, what corresponds to this second kind in 
the Short Treatise, or still in the Treatise on the Intellect, is  defined 
as right belief or as clear but not adequate knowledge, and it  
consists only in inferences or deductions that still go by way of 
abstractions. Consequently, the sudden emergence of the high­
est or third kind of knowledge remains a mystery in the Short 
Treatise and even in the Treatise on the Intellect. In the Ethics, on 
the contrary, the strict adequacy of the common notions ensures 
not only the consistency of the second kind, but the necessity of 
the passage to the third. This new status of the second kind plays 
a decisive role throughout the Ethics; it is the most substantial 
modification in comparison with the previous works. Not that 
the second kind spoken of in the Ethics ceases to incorporate 
very diverse and even unforeseeable procedures. In the sphere 
of the composition of relations, it is not merely reason that inter­
venes, but all the resources of the programming of physico­
chemical and biological experiments (for example, 
investigations concerning the unity of composition of animals 
among themselves). 1 2  Now, as it happens, when the Ethics works 

1 1 .  Letter LXXXIII, to Tschirnhaus, affirms that the limitations of the 
geometric method are not due to the method itself, but only to the ab­
stract nature of the things it considers. And the Treatise on the Intellect 
already expressed the desirability of putting "physical t hings or real be­
ings" in the place of geometric and logical concepts that hinder the true 
progress of the intellect (99). 
12 .  Indeed, unlike the simple inner essences, which refer to the intu­
ition of the third kind, the composable or decomposable relations refer 
to all types of processes (second kind). We have no a priori knowledge of 

http:abstractions.ll
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out the theory of common notions, the latter guarantee the con­
sistency and adequacy of the second kind of knowledge, regard­
less of the variety of procedures, since in any case one will go 
"from one real being to another real being." 

Let us consider, then, the way in which one passes from the 
second kind to the third. In the Ethics, everything becomes clear 
in this regard: the second and third kinds of knowledge are sys­
tems of adequate ideas, but very different from one another. 
Ideas of the third kind are ideas of essences, inner essences of 
substance constituted by the attributes, and singular essences of 
modes involved in the attributes; and the third kind goes from 
essence to essence. But ideas of the second kind are ideas of rela­
tions, the most universal relations formed by the existing attri­
bute and its finite mode, and less universal relations formed by 
this or that existing mode in the attribute. Thus, when the attri­
bute serves as a common notion, is understood as a common no­
tion, it is not apprehended in its essence nor in the essences of 
modes to which it applies, but only as a form common to the ex­
isting substance whose eS,sence it constitutes, and to the existing 

relations of composition; they require experimentation. If we look for 
successors of Spinoza, it seems that we have to include Geoffroy-Saint­
Hilaire, or, on lesser grounds, Goethe, when they undertake investiga­
tions concerning Nature's unity of composition, informed by a 
"principle of connections." Now, this research implies all sorts of ex­
periments and variations, including imaginary ones; for example, the 
"foldings" by means of which one goes from one animal to another, 
each type of animal being a realization of the Animal in itself or under 
this or that relation. Present day molecular biology has taken up this 
experimental problem of the unity of composition, posed by Geoffroy 
not only at the anatomical level, but already at the level of particles (and 
posed by Spinoza himself at the level of "the simplest bodies"). In Spi­
noza, experimentation plays a very particular role, not only in the Ethics 
but in the form of a presentiment that emerges at the end of the com­
pleted pages of the Treatise on the Intellect: a brief but intense call for 
experiments ( 103). Jules Lagneau said that Spinoza had not finished the 
Treatise on the Intellect because "he had not applied, tested, the experi­
mental method" (Celebres le�ons et fragments, P. U .F. ,  2nd edition, p. 52). 
The program of experimentation that appears in the Ethics should also 
be understood in this way. But it should be noted that this program is 
subordinated to the discovery of the common notions. 

http:abstractions.ll
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modes whose essences it involves. Hence the possibility of start­
ing from a common notion while still knowing nothing of the 
essences. But once one starts from the attribute as a common no­
tion, one is necessarily led to knowledge of the essences. The 
way is as follows: being adequate (although they do not of them­
selves constitute any essence), the common notions necessarily 
lead us to the idea of God; now, the idea of God is not itself a 
common notion, although it is necessarily linked to the common 
notions (it is not a composition of relations, but the source of all 
relations that enter into composition); so it is the idea of God 
that will enable us to pass from the second kind to the third, be­
cause it has one side facing the common notions and one side 
facing the essences. !  S 

Therefore everything is clear if one makes common notions 
the point of departure. However, there remains the question: 
How can we form the common notions themselves, since imme­
diate experience gives us the effects of this or that body on ours, 
but not the relations that compose these bodies? The explana­
tion comes late in the Ethics. If we encounter in experience a 
body that does not agree with ours, it has the effect of affecting 
us with sadness (diminution of our power of acting); nothing in 
this case inclines us to form a common notion, for if two bodies 
disagree, this is not because of what they have in common. But, on 
the contrary, when we encounter a body that agrees with ours, 
and has the effect of affecting us with joy, this joy (increase of 
our power of acting) induces us to form the common notion of 

1 3 .  The common notions give us the idea of God: 11, 45-46. But the 
idea of God is itself distinguished from the common notions: II,  47. 
Thus, the idea of God will have two sides, which will  be presented in 
Part V (the impassive God of the second kind, the loving God of the 
third kind). 

Most of the Ethics is written from the standpoint of the common no­
tions and the second kind of knowledge; Spinoza notes this explicitly in 
V, 36, schol., and 4 1 ,  demo The third kind appears only in Part V, 
which accounts for the latter's different rhythm and movement. More­
over, it appears expressly only beginning with V, 2 1 ;  now, it is the idea 
of God that causes us to pass to the third kind, or serves as its "founda­
tion" (V, 20, schol.). 
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these two bodies, that is, to compound their relations and to con­
ceive their unity of composition. 14 Now let us suppose that we 
have selected enough joys: our art of common notions will be 
such that, even in the case of disagreements, we will have be­
come capable of apprehending what there is in common be­
tween the bodies, at a sufficiently broad level of composition (for 
example, the attribute of extension as the common notion of all 
possible bodies) . 1 5  In this way, the order of practical formation of the 
common notions goes from the least universal to the most universal, 
whereas the order of their theoretical exposition went rather 
from the most universal to the least. Now, if one asks why this 
explanation appears so late in the Ethics, the reason is that the 
exposition of Part II was still a theoretical one showing what the 
common notions were. But as to how one arrives at them, in 
what practical circumstances, and what their function is, one 
does not understand this until later, in Part V, and in an abbrevi­
ated form. So it appears that the common notions are practical 
Ideas, in relation with our power; unlike their order of exposi­
tion, which only concerns ideas, their order of formation con­
cerns affects, showing how the mind "can order its affects and 
connect them together." The common notions are an Art, the 
art of the Ethics itself: organizing good encounters, composing 
actual relations, forming powers, experimenting. 

The common notions have a decisive importance, therefore, 
as concerns the beginning of philosophy, the scope of the geo­
metric method, the practical function of the Ethics, etc. And 
since they do not appear before the Ethics, they make it possible 
to date Spinoza's final evolution, and at the same time to deter­
mine why the Treatise on the Intellect remained unfinished. The 
reasons invoked thus far are often arbitrary (a lack of time?) or 
contradictory (the futility of a method divorced from its exercise 
or application? But the Treatise itself never attempted anything 
so abstract). Actually, in our view there appears to be a very pre­
cise reason for the noncompletion of the Treatise: when he dis-

14 .  Ethics, V, 1 0, demo 
1 5. Ethics, V, 1 0, schol. (and 6, schol.). 
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covers and invents the common notions, Spinoza realizes that 
the positions of the Treatise on the Intellect are inadequate in sev­
eral respects, and that the whole work would have to be revised 
or rewritten. Spinoza seems to say this in the Ethics when, refer­
ring to the Treatise on the Intellect, he nonetheless announces an­
other, future treatise.I6 

And what makes this hypothesis plausible is that, in the Trea­
tise an the Intellect itself, Spinoza expresses a clear presentiment 
of the common notions, towards the end of the existing text. In 
a famous and difficult passage, he speaks of "the series of fixed 
and eternal things" which are not to be confused with essences, 
but which imply laws, apply to existing beings, and constitute 
knowledge of the latter. Now, only the common notions have 
this dual character of being eternal and of forming a "series," 
since there is an order of composition of relations. 17 We may 
suppose, then, that the discovery of the common notions occurs 
precisely at the end of the edited part of the Treatise, and at the 
beginning of the writing of the Ethics: in about 1 66 1 - 1 662. But 
why would this discovery have forced Spinoza to abandon the 
already-existing version of the Treatise? The explanation is that 
the common notions emerge at a time when they cannot fulfill 
their functions or develop their consequences. They are discov­
ered too late relative to the text of the Treatise. They would have 
to establish a new point of departure for philosophy; but the 
point of departure has already been set in the geometric ideas. 

1 6. Cf. Ethics, II,  40, schol. 1 :  recapitulating, apropos of the common 
notions, a group of logical and methodological problems, Spinoza al­
ludes explicitly to work he has done previously, but he also refers to a 
future treatise. Similarly, in Letter LX, to Tschirnhaus ( 1675), Spinoza 
begins by recalling certain themes of the Treatise on the Intellect, but 
adds: "As for your other inquiries, concerning motion and method, my 
observations of them are not yet written out in due order, so I will re­
serve them for another occasion." 
1 7 .  Cf. Treatise of the Intellect, 99- 1 0 1 .  These "fixed and eternal things" 
seem to coincide with what Spinoza will call common notions. There­
fore they should not be identified with the attributes and infinite 
modes. Such an interpretation would be too broad and too narrow at 
the same time. Too broad, because the attributes and infinite modes 
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They would have to determine an adequate mode of knowledge 
of what exists, and show how one passes from this mode of 
knowledge to the ultimate mode, knowledge of essences. But be­
cause the modes of knowledge have already been defined in the 
Treatise, there is no place left for the common notions or for the 
series of fixed and eternal things, which are thus shifted over to 
the ultimate mode of knowledge, with the knowledge of es­
sences. I S  In short, in order to give the common notions their 
place and function, it would have been for Spinoza to 
rewrite the entire Treatise. It is not only that they invalidate the 
finished part, but they would have modified it. Spinoza prefers 
to write the Ethics from the perspective of the common notions, 
although it means postponing a new treatise that would have fo­
cused on the practical problems that are merely outlined at the 
end of the Ethics, concerning the origin, the formation, and the 
series of these common notions, along with the corresponding 
experiments. 

intervene here only in a precise sense (their application to changeable 
singular things, that is, their use as common notions). Too narrow, be­
cause the common notions in their "series" also include the idea of 
what is common to two bodies only. 
1 8. Actually, Spinoza says at the same time that fixed and eternal things 
should give us knowledge of the inner essence of things, but also that 
they have no meaning except in relation to variable existing beings 
(Treatise on the Intellect, 1 0 1).  In this instance there is a mixing of what 
the Ethics will distinguish as the second and third kinds of knowledge. 
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SPINOZA AND US 

"Spinoza and us"-ihis phrase could mean many things, but 
among other things, it means "us in the middle of Spinoza."  To 
try to perceive and to understand Spinoza by way of the middle. 
Generally one begins with the first principle of a philosopher. 
But what counts is also the third, the fourth, or the fifth princi­
ple. Everyone knows the first principle of Spinoza: one sub­
stance for all the attributes. But we also know the third, fourth, 
or fifth principle: one Nature for all bodies, one Nature for all 
individuals, a Nature that is itself an individual varying in an infi­
nite number of ways. What is involved is no longer the affirma­
tion of a single substance, but rather the laying out of a common 
plane of immanence on which all bodies, all minds, and all individ­
uals are situated. This plane of immanence or consistency is a 
plan, but not in the sense of a mental design, a project, a pro­
gram; it is a plan in the geometric sense: a section, an intersec­
tion, a diagram. * Thus, to be in the middle of Spinoza is to be on 
this modal plane, or rather to install oneself on this plane­
which implies a mode of living, a way of life. What is this plane 
and how does one construct it? For at the same it is fully a plane 

* The French word plan, used by the author throughout this chapter, 
covers virtually all the meanings of the English "plan" and "plane." To 
preserve the major contrast that Deleuze sets up here, between plan 
d'immanence au de cansistance and plan de transcendance au d'arganisatian, I 
use "plane" for the first term, where the meaning is, roughly, a concep­
tual-affective continuum, and "plan" for the second term. The reader 
should also keep in mind that "plan" has the meaning of "map" in Eng­
lish as well .  [trans. note] 
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of immanence, and yet it has to be constructed if one is to live in 
a Spinozist manner. 

How does Spinoza define a body? A body, of whatever kind, is 
defined by Spinoza in two simultaneous ways. In the first place, a 
body, however small it may be, is composed of an infinite num­
ber of particles; it is the relations of motion and rest, of speeds 
and slownesses between particles, that define a body, the indi­
viduality of a body. Secondly, a body affects other bodies, or is 
affected by other bodies; it is this capacity for affecting and be­
ing affected that also defines a body in its individuality. These 
two propositions appear to be very simple; one is kinetic and the 
other, dynamic. But if one truly installs oneself in the midst of 
these propositions, if one lives them, things are much more com­
plicated and one finds that one is a Spinozist before having un­
derstood why. 

Thus, the kinetic proposition tells us that a body is defined by 
relations of motion and rest, of slowness and speed between par­
ticles. That is, it is not defined by a form or by functions. Global 
form, specific form, and organic functions depend on relations 
of speed and slowness. Even the development of a form, the 
course of development of a form, depends on these relations, 
and not the reverse. The important thing is to understand life, 
each living individuality, not as a form, or a development of 
form, but as a complex relation between differential velocities, 
between deceleration and acceleration of particles. A composi­
tion of speeds and slownesses on a plane of immanence. In the 
same way, a musical form will depend on a complex relation be­
tween speeds and slownesses of sound particles. It is not just a 
matter of music but of how to live: it is by speed and slowness 
that one slips in among things, that one connects with something 
else. One never commences; one never has a tabula rasa; one 
slips in, enters in the middle; one takes up or lays down rhythms. 

The second proposition concerning bodies refers us to the ca­
pacity for affecting and being affected. You will not define a 
body (or a mind) by its form, nor by its organs or functions, and 
neither will you define it as a substance or a subject. Every read­
er of Spinoza knows that for him bodies and minds are not sub-
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stances or subjects, but modes. It is not enough, however, mere­
ly to think this theoretically. For, concretely, a mode is a com­
plex relation of speed and slowness, in the body but also in 
thought, and it is a capacity for affecting or being affected, per­
taining to the body or to thought. Concretely, if you define bod­
ies and thoughts as capacities for affecting and being affected, 
many things change. You will define an animal, or a human be­
ing, not by its form, its organs, and its functions, and not as a 
subject either; you will define it by the affects of which it is capa­
ble. Affective capacity, with a maximum threshold and a mini­
mum threshold, is a constant notion in Spinoza. Take any animal 
and make a list of affects, in any order. Children know how to do 
this: Little Hans, in the case reported by Freud, makes a list of 
affects of a draft horse pulling a cart in a city (to be proud, to 
have blinders, to go fast, to pull a heavy load, to collapse, to be 
whipped, to kick up a racket, etc.). For example: there are great­
er differences between a plow horse or draft horse and a race­
horse than between an ox and a plow horse. This is because the 
racehorse and the plow horse do not have the same affects nor 
the same capacity for being affected; the plow horse has affects 
in common rather with the ox. 

It should be clear that the plane of immanence, the plane of 
Nature that distributes affects, does not make any distinction at 
all between things that might be called natural and things that 
might be called artificial. Artifice is fully a part of Nature, since 
each thing, on the immanent plane of Nature, is defined by the 
arrangements of motions and affects into which it enters, wheth­
er these arrangements are artificial or natural. Long after Spi­
noza, biologists and naturalists will try to describe animal worlds 
defined by affects and capacities for affecting and being affect­
ed. For example, J. von Uexkull will do this for the tick, an ani­
mal that sucks the blood of mammals. Be will define this animal 
by three affects: the first has to do with light (climb to the top of 
a branch); the second is olfactive (let yourself fall onto the mam­
mal that passes beneath the branch); and the third is thermal 
(seek the area without fur, the warmest spot). A world with only 
three affects, in the midst of all that goes on in the immense for-
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est. An optimal threshold and a pessimal threshold in the capac­
ity for being affected: the gorged tick that will die, and the tick 
capable of fasting for a very long time. l  Such studies as this, 
which define bodies, animals, or humans by the affects they are 
capable of, founded what is today called ethology. The approach 
is no less valid for us, for human beings, than for animals, be­
cause no one knows ahead of time the affects one is capable of; it 
is a long affair of experimentation, requiring a lasting prudence, 
a Spino zan wisdom that implies the construction of a plane of 
immanence or consistency. Spinoza's ethics has nothing to do 
with a morality; he conceives it as an ethology, that is, as a com­
position of fast and slow speeds, of capacities for affecting and 
being affected on this plane of immanence. That is why Spinoza 
calls out to us in the way he does: you do not know beforehand 
what good or bad you are capable of; you do not know before­
hand what a body or a mind can do, in a given encounter, a given 
arrangement, a given combination. 

Ethology is first of all the study of the relations of speed and 
slowness, of the capacities for affecting and being affected that 
characterize each thing. For each thing these relations and capa­
cities have an amplitude, thresholds (maximum and minimum), 
and variations or transformations that are peculiar to them. And 
they select, in the world or in Nature, that which corresponds to 
the thing; that is, they select what affects or is affected by the 
thing, what moves it or is moved by it. For example, given an 
animal, what is this animal unaffected by in the infinite world? 
What does it react to positively or negatively? What are its nutri­
ments and its poisons? What does it "take" in its world? Every 
point has its counterpoints: the plant and the rain, the spider 
and the fly. So an animal, a thing, is never separable from its re­
lations with the world. The interior is only a selected exterior, 
and the exterior, a projected interior. The speed Or slowness of 
metabolisms, perceptions, actions, and reactions link together to 
constitute a particular individual in the world. 

Further, there is also the way in which these relations of speed 

1 .  J. von U exkiill, Mondes animaux et monde humain, Gonthier. 
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and slowness are realized according to circumstances, and the 
way in which these capacities for being affected are filled. For 
they always are, but in different ways, depending on whether the 
present affects threaten the thing (diminish its power, slow it 
down, reduce it to the minimum), or strengthen, accelerate, and 
increase it: poison or food?-with all the complications, since a 
poison can be a food for part of the thing considered. 

Lastly, ethology studies the compositions of relations or capa­
cities between different things. This is another aspect of the 
matter, distinct from the preceding ones. Heretofore it was only 
a question of knowing how a particular thing can decompose 
other things by giving them a relation that is consistent with one 
of its own, or, on the contrary, how it risks being decomposed by 
other things. But now it is a question of knowing whether rela­
tions (and which ones?) can compound directly to form a new, 
more "extensive" relation, or whether capacities can compound 
directly to constitute a more "intense" capacity or power. It is 
no longer a matter of utilizations or captures, but of sociabilities 
and communities. How do individuals enter into composition 
with one another in order to form a higher individual, ad infini­
tum? How can a being take another being into its world, but 
while preserving or respecting the other's own relations and 
world? And in this regard, what are the different types of socia­
bilities, for example? What is the difference between the society 
of human beings and the community of rational beings? . .  
Now we are concerned, not with a relation of point to counter­
point, nor with the selection of a world, but with a symphony of 
Nature, the composition of a world that is increasingly wide and 
intense. In what order and in what manner will the powers, 
speeds, and slownesses be composed? 

A plane of musical composition, a plane of Nature, insofar as 
the latter is the fullest and most intense Individual, with parts 
that vary in an infinity of ways. Uexkiill, one of the main 
founders of ethology, is a Spinozist when first he defines the me­
lodic lines or contrapuntal relations that correspond to each 
thing, and then describes a symphony as an immanent higher 
unity that takes on a breadth and fullness ("natural composi-
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tion"). This musical composition comes into play throughout 
the Ethics, constituting it as one and the same Individual 
whose relations of speed and slowness do not cease to vary, 
successively and simultaneously. Successively: we have seen 
how the different parts of the Ethics are assigned changing rel­
atively velocities, until the absolute velocity of thought is 
reached in the third kind of knowledge. And simultaneously: 
the propositions and the scholia do not proceed at the same 
pace, but compose two movements that intercross. The Ethics, 
a composition whose parts are all carried forward by the 
greatest velocity, in the fullest movement. In a very fine text, 
Lagneau spoke of this velocity and amplitude, which caused 
him to compare the Ethics to a musical work: a lightning 
"speed of thought," a "wide-ranging power," a "capacity for 
discerning in a single act the relationship of the greatest possi­
ble number of thoughts ."2 

In short, if we are Spinozists we will not define a thing by its 
form, nor by its organs and its functions, nor as a substance or a 
subject. Borrowing terms from the Middle Ages, or from geogra­
phy, we will define it by longitude and latitude. A body can be any­
thing; it can be an animal, a body of sounds, a mind or an idea; it 
can be a linguistic corpus, a social body, a collectivity. We call lon­
gitude of a body the set of relations of speed and slowness, of mo­
tion and rest, between particles that compose it from this point of 
view, that is, between unformed elements. g We call latitude the set 
of affects that occupy a body at each moment, that is, the inten­
sive states of an anonymous force (force for existing, capacity for 

2. Jules Lagneau, Celebres et fragments, 2nd ed., P.D.F., 1 964, 
pp. 67-68. This is one of the great texts on Spinoza. Similarly, Romain 
Rolland, when he speaks of the velocity of thought and the musical or­
der in Spinoza: Empedocle d'Agrigente, suivi de ['Eclair de Spinoza, Ed. du 
Sablier, 1 93 1 .  As a matter of fact, the theme of a velocity of thought 
greater than any given velocity can be found in Empedocles, Democri­
tus, or Epicurus. 
3. Cf. what Spinoza calls "the simplest bodies." They have neither num­
ber nor form nor figure, but are infinitely small and always exist as in­
finities. The only bodies having a form are the composite bodies, to 
which the simple bodies belong according to a particular relation. 
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being affected). In this way we construct the map of a body. The 
longitudes and latitudes together constitute Nature, the plane of 
immanence or consistency, which is always variable and is con­
stantly being altered, composed and recomposed, by individuals 
and collectivities. 

There are two very contrary conceptions of the word "plan," 
or of the idea of a plan, even if these two conceptions blend into 
one another and we go from one to the other imperceptibly. 
Any organization that comes from above and refers to a tran­
scendence, be it a hidden one, can be called a theological plan: a 
design in the mind of a god, but also an evolution in the sup­
posed depths of nature, or a society's organization of power. A 
plan of this type can be structural or genetic, and both at the 
same time. It always involves forms and their developments, sub­
jects and their formations. Development of forms and formation 
of subjects: this is the basic feature of this first type of plan. 
Thus, it is a plan of organization or development. Whatever one 
may say, then, it will always be a plan of transcendence that dir­
ects forms as well as subjects, and that stays hidden, that is never 
given, that can only be divined, induced, inferred from what it 
gives. It always has an additional dimension; it always implies a 
dimension supplementary to the dimensions of the given. 

On the contrary, a plane of immanence has no supplementary 
dimension; the process of composition must be apprehended for 
itself, through that which it gives, in that which it gives. It is a 
plan of composition, not a plan of organization or development. 
Perhaps colors are indicative of the first type of plan, while mu­
sic, silences and sounds, belong to this one. There is no longer a 
form, but only relations of velocity between infinitesimal parti­
cles of an unformed material. There is no longer a subject, but 
only individuating affective states of an anonymous force. Here 
the plan is concerned only with motions and rests, with dynamic 
affective charges. It will be perceived with that which it makes 
perceptible to us, as we proceed. We do not live or think or write 
in the same way on both plans. For example. Goethe, and even 
Hegel in certain respects, have been considered Spinozists, but 
they are not really Spinozists, because they never ceased to link 
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the plan to the organization of a Form and to the formation of a 
Subject. The Spinozists are rather Holderlin, Kleist, and Nietz­
sche, because they think in terms of speeds and slownesses, of 
frozen catatonias and accelerated movements, unformed ele­
ments, nonsubjectified affects. 

Writers, poets, musicians, filmmakers-painters too, even 
chance readers-may find that they are Spinozists; indeed, such 
a thing is more likely for them than for professional philos­
ophers. It is a matter of one's practical conception of the "plan." 
It is not that one may be a Spinozist without knowing it. Rather, 
there is a strange privilege that Spinoza enjoys, something that 
seems to have been accomplished by him and no one else. He is a 
philosopher who commands an extraordinary conceptual appa­
ratus, one that is highly developed, systematic, and scholarly; 
and yet he is the quintessential object of an immediate, unpre­
pared encounter, such that a nonphilosopher, or even someone 
without any formal education, can receive a sudden illumination 
from him, a "flash ."  Then it is as if one discovers that one is a 
Spinozist; one arrives in the niiddle of Spinoza, one is sucked up, 
drawn into the system' or the composition. When Nietzsche 
writes, "I am really amazed, really delighted . . .  I hardly knew 
Spinoza: what brought me to him now was the guidance of in­
stinct,"4 he is not speaking only as a philosopher. A historian of 
philosophy as rigorous as Victor Delbos was struck by this dual 
role of Spinoza, as a very elaborate model, but also as a secret 
inner impulse.s There is a double reading ofSpinoza: on the one 
hand, a systematic reading in pursuit of the general idea and the 
unity of the parts, but on the other hand and at the same time, 
the affective reading, without an idea of the whole, where one is 
carried along or set down, put in motion or at rest, shaken or 
calmed according to the velocity of this or that part. Who is a 
Spinozist? Sometimes, certainly, the individual who works "on" 
Spinoza, on Spinoza's concepts, provided this is done with 

4.  Cf. Nietzsche, letter to Overbeck, July 30, 1 88 1 .  
5 .  Delbos, Le Probleme moral dans la philosophie de Spinola et dans l'histoire 
du spinozisme, AIcan. This is a much more important book than the aca­
demic work by the same author, Le Spinozisme, Vrin. 
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enough gratitude and admiration. But also the individual who, 
without being a philosopher, receives from Spinoza an affect, a 
set of affects, a kinetic determination, an impulse, and makes 
Spinoza an encounter, a passion. What is unique about Spinoza 
is that he, the most philosophic of philosophers (unlike Socrates 
himself, Spinoza requires only philosophy . . .  ), teaches the phi­
losopher how to become a nonphilosopher. And it is in Part V­
not at all the most difficult, but the quickest, having an infinite 
velocity-that the two are brought together, the philosopher 
and the nonphilosopher, as one and the same being. Hence what 
an extraordinary composition this Part V has; how extraordi­
nary is the way in which the meeting of concept and affect oc­
curs there, and the way in which this meeting is prepared, made 
necessary by the celestial and subterranean movements that to­
gether compose the preceding parts. 

Many commentators have loved Spinoza sufficiently to invoke 
a Wind when speaking of him. And in fact no other comparison 
is adequate. But should we think of the great calm wind the phi­
losopher Delbos speaks of? Or should we think of the whirlwind, 
the witch's wind spoken of by "the man from Kiev," a nonphilos­
opher par excellence, a poor Jew who bought the Ethics for a ko­
pek and did not understand how everything fit together?6 Both, 
since the Ethics includes both the continuous set of prop­
ositions, demonstrations, and corollaries, as a grand movement 
of concepts, and the discontinuous sequence of scholia, as a 
launching of affects and impulses, a series of whirlwinds. 
Part V is the extreme extensive unity, but this is because it is 
also the most concentrated intensive peak: there is no longer 
any difference between the concept and life. But in the preced­
ing parts there was already the composition or interweaving of 
the two components-what Romain Rolland called "the white 
sun of substance" and "the fiery words of Spinoza. "  

6 .  Cf. Malamud's text above. 
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