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BELIEVE that everyone who has ever written about Spinoza,

and who has tried to interpret his thought as a whole, either
has been, or ought to have been, uneasily aware of some partiality
in his interpretation, when he turns once again from his own
words to the original. Certainly this is my own position. When
the study of Spinoza is reviewed historically, one sees that each
commentator, unconsciously faithful to his own age and to his
own philosophical culture, has seized upon some one element in
Spinoza’s thought; he then proceeds to develop the whole of the
philosophy from this single centre. Spinoza as the critic of
Cartesianism: Spinoza as the free-thinker and destroyer of
Judaeo-Christian theology : Spinoza as the pure deductive meta-
physician: Spinoza as the near-mystic, who imagines a level of
intuitive understanding beyond discursive reason : lastly, Spinoza
as the scientific determinist, who anticipates the more crude
materialists, and the more crude secular moralists, of the nine-
teenth century: as the precursor of George Henry Lewes. All
these masks have been fitted on him and each of them does to
some extent fit. But they remain masks, and not the living face.
They do not show the moving tensions and unresolved conflicts
in Spinoza’s Ethics. They remain interpretations that have been
imposed from outside. They smooth over and cover up the
opposing strains within the original thought. His writing has a
hard, finished, unyielding surface. One can return toit again and
again without ever being sure that one has penetrated to the
centre of his intentions. He could only state; he could not loosely
explain, or betray his intentions in an approximation. Yet I
have the persisting feeling—I cannot yet properly call it a belief
—that in the philosophy of mind he is nearer to the truth at
certain points than any other philosopher ever has been. I do not
therefore propose historical accuracy and historical justice as
motives for returning once again to the original Ethics at one
of its most difficult points. Rather I believe that there is some-
thing very relevant to moral and political philosophy at this
time to be learnt from an entirely literal, unprejudiced, and



196 PROCEEDINGS OF THE BRITISH ACADEMY

uncondescending attention to Spinoza’sidea of freedom. Perhaps
his conception of freedom is after all a valid one; and perhaps
we are now in a better position than our ancestors to find the
true significance of it.

The two most obvious facts about Spinoza are the two most
important facts in understanding his intentions: first, that his
definitive philosophical work was justly called Ethics: second,
that the only evaluative distinction finally recognized in his
philosophy, other than the distinctions between true and false,
and between adequate and inadequate, ideas, is the distinction
between freedom and servitude. These are the terms, positive
and negative, in which a man, and a man’s life, his actions and
passions, are to be finally judged. These are the terms in which
a wise man reviews and criticizes his own conduct, his own
emotions and attitudes, and it is by reference 1o this contrast
that he will, if he is wise, make his own decisions. A man is wise
in proportion as his thought at all times proceeds by active
reasoning from premisses that are well known to him as self-
evident truths. These self-evident truths are necessarily avail-
able to him, as instruments for his enlightenment, among the
many confused and inadequate ideas that he must also have.
They are necessarily available to every thinking being, as the
reflections in his thought of the universal and unchanging
features of the natural order of extended things. His inadequate
ideas reflect only his particular and temporary standpoint as one
extended thing among others. If once he concentrates his atten-
tion on these timeless truths, independent of his own standpoint
and perceptions, and argues carefully from them, he cannot
help coming to the conclusion that human conduct has to be
judged, and his own decisions made, by reference to this single
standard, the standard of freedom of mind as opposed to servitude
of mind; and he will unavoidably agree that the distinction
between freedom and its opposite is the distinction between
active reasoning, internally determined, and the mind’s passive
reception of ideas impressed upon it from without.

‘He cannot help coming to the conclusion’, ‘He will unavoid-
ably agree that it must be interpreted’~—here already there are
the signs of necessity. As soon as we start to argue strictly, these
and other signs of necessity will always enter in. As will be secn
later, these marks of necessity, rightly understood and in the
appropriate context, are the marks of freedom and activity of
mind. The mind is active and free when, and only when, the
argument is strict, when the conclusion of a passage of thought
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is internally determined by the thinking process itself. A man
whose attention has been drawn to self-evident, primary truths,
the terms of which he understands, will unavoidably follow a
continuous train of thought and will unavoidably affirm the
necessary conclusions. If he fully understands, he has no choice.
If he has a choice, and if he can doubt and hesitate until he
settles the matter by a decision, his conclusion will be deter-
mined, at least in part, by something that is external to the
thinking process itself.

Some of these primary truths are concerned with the notion
of cause or of explanation, in the widest sense of these words.
In the widest sense of the word ‘cause’, anything that is an
appropriate answer to the question ‘Why?’ gives a cause,
irrespective of the category to which the thing to be explained
belongs. The question ‘Why?’ may, for example, be asked with
reference to a belief, a human action, a human attitude or
sentiment, the existence of a physical object, or the properties of
numbers and geometrical figures. Anything that counts as an
answer to the question ‘Why?’ is an explanation, whether true
or false, of the belief, action, attitude, sentiment, physical object,
or mathematical entity. In the vocabulary that Spinoza in-
herited, the word ‘cause’ can be substituted for the word
‘explanation’, without prejudging any questions about the type
of explanation appropriate to these different cases. The dis-
tinguishing of different types, or categories, of causes, which is
the distinguishing of different types or categories of explanation,
has always been the proper work of philosophy, and of that
reflexive knowledge that is peculiar to philosophy. Spinoza
draws these distinctions between types of explanation in the
Ethics, adapting an inherited scholastic vocabulary for his own
purpose.

Let us assume the standpoint of an individual thinker, a
finite mode, with his necessarily limited knowledge. Reflecting
on the range of his knowledge, he will find at least one clear
distinction: the distinction between an understanding of causes
that is complete and self-justifying, and an understanding of
causes that is not complete and self-justifying. There are ideas
in reference to which the question ‘Why is it so?’ receives a
complete answer, in the sense that, in looking for the explana-
tion, we arrive at self-evident truths, and definitions, in a finite
number of steps. There are other ideas in reference to which the
question ‘Why is it so?’ leads us back along an infinite series of
ideas, with no final and sufficient explanation to be found within
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the series, however long we continue. So much is common to
Leibniz and Spinoza. They diverge when they specify the limits
of application of the two orders of explanation, the complete and
the incomplete. For Spinoza the fundamental difference between
the two orders of causes is the difference between the series of
eternal things and the series of things that come into existence
and pass away at a certain time. There is no further difference
between the two orders of explanation which is not entailed by
this primary difference. There is no ultimate contingency in the
existence of things in the common order of nature, no contingency
imputable to a creator’s free choice among logically possible
alternatives. The difference is only between that which is
eternal and that which is finite in its existence. The existence of
things that are not eternal, and that occupy a determinate
position in the time-order, can only be incompletely explained.
There must always be an infinite regress of causes required to
explain why this particular thing exists at this particular time.
The existence of this thing was contingent upon the prior
existence of some other thing and so on ad infinitum. No limit
can be set on the universe of individual things that come into
existence and pass away. But there are objects conceived as
eternal things, about which it does not make sense to ask when
they came into existence and when they will perish: numbers,
for example, or the whole of extended Nature, which can be
referred to as a thing, as Res extensa. About such things an
explanation can be given of why their properties must be ordered
as they are, an explanation that will terminate in self-evident,
primary propositions defining the nature of the objects referred to.

This distinction between the two orders of explanation, the
two kinds of answer to ‘“Why is it so?’, the temporal and the
non-temporal order, corresponds to Leibniz’s distinction be-
tween truths of reason and truths of fact, and also to familiar
post-Kantian distinctions between analytic and synthetic pro-
positions. But it is a different distinction, not the same distinction
with a different label. Every philosopher has to draw some
similar line between the two types of knowledge. As the chosen
ground of distinction differs, the line will fall in a different place
and will suggest different groupings and exclusions. Spinoza
expresses the distinction, not only as a distinction between
different types of object, eternal things and finite things, but also
as a distinction between the ways in which any given subject-
matter can be studied. Whether we are inquiring into human
emotions, including our own emotions, or into the nature and
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movements of physical objects, we can always, if we choose,
look for the eternally valid laws that explain the variety of human
emotions and the movements of physical objects. We can always
regard the particular case of an emotion or of a physical move-
ment, occurring at exactly this time and soon to disappear, as
an instance, or illustration, of a constant, unchanging pattern.
Such a pattern has its own ultimate explanation in the per-
manent structure of things. We can always regard the thing to
be explained sub specie aeternitatis, without attention to the date
on which it occurred, or to the standpoint from which it was
observed, and|not sub specie durationis, which would involve
explaining its place in the time order that leads up to this
particular occasion. If we are interested only in ourselves and
in our own environment, and therefore in the occurrence of the
emotion, or of the physical movement, at this particular time,
and if we wish to trace the causes in their historical sequence up
to this moment, we will of course need to invoke the eternally
valid laws in looking for the historical explanation of this
particular case. But the interest is then an historical interest,
and this is an interest that can never be finally satisfied. Some
uncertainty will always attach to any historical explanation
that we attempt. Some of the infinitely numerous factors, which
should ideally have been mentioned, have always eluded us.
We fall into error, and an error that has serious consequences in
our practical activities, if we do not always bear in mind the
intrinsic difference between the two types of explanation, the
two orders of causes, the intellectual order and the common order
of nature. We must always be aware of the incompleteness and
necessary uncertainty of any historical explanation of things in
the common order of nature. Intellectually, the error is to take
some cause picked out from the temporal sequence of events and
to concentrate our attention upon it as the cause, and then to
suppose that we can know that, if only this had been different,
which it might have been, the effect would never have followed.
Then it will seem to us contingent that things happened as they
did. But the appearance of contingency is due to the necessary
limitation of our knowledge, to our incapacity to follow to its
conclusion every path of investigation, where the paths are
infinitely many. When we isolate some one cause as the sole
object of interest, and think of it as something that really might
have been different, we are simply failing to realize the infinite
complexity of the connexions between things in the temporal
order. Practically and morally, the corresponding error will be
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to love or to hate with blind concentration the particular thing
which, through weakness of mind, has become isolated in our
thought from the infinitely complex network in the common
order of nature. Instead of being detached and sceptical in
reflecting on the infinite complexity of the causes, we shall be
uncritically certain that we have identified the original good or
evil within our own environment. We shall therefore for a time
tend to act as if our welfare depended solely on the destruction
or preservation of this particular thing. Our conduct will for a
time correspondingly exhibit the same blind and helpless
partiality, the same imaginative obsession with one thing, sug-
gested to us by our environment, as the true cause of our present
pleasure or suffering.

Most men spend their lives in an alternation between one
object and another as the temporary object of desire or aver-
sion, absorbed in their own partial view of their own environ-
ment, and unable to see this environment, and their own passive
reactions to it, as formed by a concatenation of causes that
extends infinitely in every direction. They have therefore no
consistent plan, no stable and central direction of their inter-
ests. This alternation of desires, this fluctuation of the mind, is
the state of fantasy, obsession, and unenlightenment. The mind
is then to a greater or less degree disintegrated, in the sense that
the succession of its states is not determined by the subject’s
own activity of thought. Their states of mind are only to be ex-
plained as more or less unconnected responses of their imagina-
tion to the stimulus of the environment, which evokes desires
and aversions that have no adequate foundation in the subject’s
own directed reasoning. This condition of unfreedom, of slavery
to the passions, is the equivalent in Spinoza of the heteronomy
of the will in Kant. But it is not an enslavement of the will, but
rather of the understanding. The remedy is the correction of
the understanding and an appeal to its natural powers. The
remedy is available to everyone who is able to reflect upon, and
who never forgets, the two levels of explanation, the two orders
of causes, and therefore the two kinds of knowledge which each
man necessarily possesses. As long as a man is reflectively aware,
whenever he thinks, of the nature of his own thought, as either
actively directed towards eternal and demonstrable truths, or
else as absorbed in uncriticized fantasies traceable to his own
sensations and memories, he is not misled either in that which
he claims to know with certainty, or in that which he considers
desirable or undesirable, as good or bad. He will reflectively
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examine the reasons for his own desires and aversions, and he
will distinguish those that are to be explained as the effects of
events on his imagination, from those that are explained by an
active consideration, independent of his own situation, of the
tendency of an object to serve the purposes common to all
thinking beings as such. Because he knows when he truly knows
and when he only incompletely knows, he always knows when
he has an entirely sufficient reason for his actions and attitudes,
and when he has not. As he is by nature an active thinking being,
he will prefer the type of explanation of things that is complete
and intellectually satisfying when it is presented to him. As a
body naturally tends to maintain itself, and restore itself, against
the effects of the environment, so correspondingly a mind tends
to assert its power of thought, and to prefer rational argument,
whenever it is presented, to the passive association of ideas in
the common order of nature. But we need to be awakened to the
recognition and the use of the powers that our minds possess.
This is part of the work of a philosopher, which includes, as in
the example of Spinoza’s own writing, exhortation, a call to
reflection, alongside purely intellectual analysis.

Perhaps this picture of the free man as self-directing, as an
integrated mind with a continuous controlling reason, is so far
a clear one. But the notion of freedom itself is still unclarified:
what is the precise connexion between a man’s knowledge of the
distinction between different levels of knowledge and his free-
dom in action? The connexion is to be found in Spinoza’s theory
of individuals. Like every other identifiable particular thing in
the natural order, a man tries in his characteristic activity to
preserve himself and his own distinct nature as an individual,
and to increase his own power and activity in relation to his
environment. This trying, (conatus), or inner force of self-
preservation, is that which makes any individual an individual.
Regarded as a physical organism, his overriding interest is to
preserve his own stability as a distinct organism in relation to
the physical environment. Regarded as a thinking being, his
overriding interest is to preserve the coherence and continuity
of his own thought against the flow of unconnected ideas which
are his perceptions, sensations, and imaginations. The conatus of
the individual, conceived as a physical organism, is the body’s
tendency to repair itself and to maintain itself in relation to the
environment. The conatus of the individual, conceived as a
thinking being, is the vis animi, which is the essential and natural
tendency of the mind to assert active thinking and knowledge
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against the passive association of ideas in imagination. The more
the sequence of a man’s own ideas can be explained without
reference to causes outside his own thinking, the more active
and self-determining he is, regarded as a thinking being. The
more active and self-determining he is, to that degree also he
can be more properly regarded as a distinct thing, having an
individuality that sets him apart from his particular environment.
The more self-determining and active he is, and the more free,
in this sense of ‘free’, the more he can be regarded as a real
individual, as real as an individual thinking being.

Because a thing’s reality as a distinct individual depends on its
activity and freedom, Spinoza must take the word ‘free’, rather
than the word ‘good’, as the fundamental term of evaluation.
He is a scholastic and an Aristotelian in taking it for granted that
praise and evaluation of a thing are necessarily an assessment
of the degree to which it realizes its nature or essence in its
activity. The nearer a thing approaches perfection in the activity
proper to it, the more praiseworthy it is. He takes the virtue,
objectively regarded, of any thing to be the same as the
perfect realization of its nature. But, unlike Aristotle, he identifies
the essential nature of any individual thing with itsindividuality,
with that which makes it a distinct individual: and this is its
power of self-maintenance in relation to other things. Its virtue
is its power as an individual. A particular thing’s nature or
essence is its nature or essence as a distinct individual rather
than as a specimen of a kind. Peter or Paul are therefore not to be
judged as being more or less good men, that is, as realizing more
or less completely the potentialities of their species. They are
to be judged as more or less complete individuals, that is, as
more or less distinguishable as active agents from the temporary
influences of their environment in the common order of nature.
A man’s natural tendency or conatus is not to make himself a
good or perfect specimen of his kind, to realize in his activity
some general ideal of humanity, but rather to preserve himself,
this individual, as an active being, who is, as far as possible,
independent in his activity. He has achieved virtue, and suc-
ceeded in that which he necessarily desires, when, and only
when, he is comparatively free and self-determining in his
activity. He would be a perfect being, if he were perfectly
self-determining, active, and free. His happiness, and enjoy-
ment of action, does not depend on a choice of ends of action
that he, as an individual, has to make and that he is free to
make: the choice of whether to pursue the ideal of excellence
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that is proper to his species. In the last analysis, and speaking
philosophically, there is no such choice of an ideal or end. Philo-
sophically speaking, the choice is of the right means to an end
that is already determined for him by his nature and appetites
as an individual thinking and physical thing. The real choice is
between the first step of reflection, preliminary to the use of his
intellectual powers, and an undirected passive response to
experience. His desires, as they emerge into consciousness, are
determined by the thought of the causes of his pleasure and
suffering. If the thought is confused, and is largely fantasy, he
will pursue, sub specie boni, temporary ends, which, by the laws
of his nature, must lead to frustration, instability, and suffering.
Therefore he needs to be stirred to take thisfirststep of reflection.
His happiness consists in his sense of his activities as having their
originating cause within him, and in his enjoyment of his own
activity as unimpeded activity. He is frustrated, and therefore
suffers, when his activity is not self-directed, but is rather the
immediate effect of causes external to himself. The suffering is
the loss of his sense of his own power and vitality as a distinct
and active being.

The notion of an individual nature or essence may be found
altogether obscure. We can, I think, still attach a sense to the
notion of the essential characteristics of a species, and to the
judgement of individuals as more or less perfect specimens of
their kinds. But can we intelligibly speak of an individual or
particular thing becoming more or less of an individual?
Spinoza provides a criterion by which the approach in perfec-
tion of an individual gua individual is to be judged: the criterion
is the degree to which the individual is active and self-deter-
mining. Any thing that is identifiable as a particular thing can
be judged by this single criterion, irrespective of the kind to
which it is allotted within conventional classifications. One may
review the scale of the increasing activity and self-determination
of particular things, and therefore of their increasing indivi-
duality, from physical objects of various orders of complexity, to
living organisms, to human beings. Human beings, at the top
of the scale, can be completely self-determining when their
activity is continuous thought, with each idea following its
predecessor in the intellectual sense of ‘follow’ as well as in the
temporal sense. At such moments—and the moments cannot be
indefinitely prolonged—men rise above their normal human
condition as finite modes.

In the ordinary vocabulary we conventionally classify things
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into kinds according to their typical human uses. Spinoza
demands that, as moralists and philosophers, we should see
through these anthropocentric classifications to the true in-
dividuality of particular things. When we group them into
kinds, we should follow this single principle in differentiating
the kinds: their characteristic power and form of self-mainten-
ance as individuals. From the standpoint of the true natural
philosopher, the natural order should be seen as a system of
individuals within individuals, of increasing power and com-
plexity, each type of individual differentiated by its characteristic
activity in self-maintenance. The more fully we study and under-
stand particular things, not as specimens of the conventionally
recognized kinds, but as types of structure each acting and main-
taining their identity according to the laws of the type, the more
we shall understand Nature as a whole. This is the form in which
natural knowledge, objectively valid for the whole of Nature, is
properly to be expressed. Psychology as a science can be no
exception.

There is one case in which each man is well qualified to
achieve such a true understanding of an individual: himself.
Starting from this secure example, he can work outwards to-
wards a true and objective understanding of Nature as a whole.
He will become dissatisfied with the conventional classifica-
tions of things by their ordinary human uses, and he will find
a more objective and truly scientific principle of classification in
their various modes of self-maintenance. Spinoza’s objective
study of the emotions, the outline of a psychopathology, illus-
trates these principles. There are systematic connexions, laws
of unconscious memory, to be found behind the conventional
classifications of the passions. Systematic knowledge of these is
the necessary first step to self-knowledge.

It is now possible to state the connexion between a constant
awareness of the distinction between adequate and inadequate
knowledge and the notion of freedom. We need to apply the
doctrine of the individual as essentially active to a thinking
being who is a person. For every belief that I have, and for every
claim to knowledge that I make, there is an explanation of why
I have this belief and why I claim to have this knowledge.
Every passion that can be attributed to me is a pleasure or a pain
combined with an idea of the cause of this pleasure or pain.
There must therefore be an explanation of my having this idea
about the cause of my pleasure or suffering. Suppose then that
I'am at all times asking myself the question—Is the sequence
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ofideas that has terminated in this idea a self-contained sequence
that, by itself, completely explains my idea of the cause? In
other words, was the conclusion reached by a rational process?
Or must I mention ideas that are associated in my experience,
but that are without intrinsic connexion, in explaining my
conclusion? Under these conditions of self-conscious reflection,
I never affirm a proposition, or commit myself to a belief,
without qualifying it as adequately or inadequately founded. If
this condition were fulfilled, I could not be a victim of those
passions that consist in the association of my pleasure or suffering
with the idea of a particular transient thing, or person, in the
common order of nature as its adequate cause. And when I say
that I could not be a victim of the passion, the impossibility here
is a logical impossibility. The unexamined links of association,
which are necessary to the belief that is part of the passion,
depend for their existence on my not being reflectively aware of
them. As soon as I am self-consciously aware of them, I must
then know that it is only through the fantasies engendered by my
particular history that my present pleasure or suffering has
become associated in my mind with the idea of these particular
things or persons, which I now in consequence hate or love. If
T actively inquire into the true causes of my pleasure or suffering,
the passive association of ideas is broken, and the attention
focused on the particular thing, or person, as the adequate
cause is dissolved. An emotion necessarily involves a thought of
the cause or occasion of the pleasure or unpleasure, and it is in
this sense directed towards an object. Spinoza’s theory of the
emotions represents them as states of pleasure or unpleasure,
and of desire and aversion, combined with a thought of the
causes, simple or complex, of the causes of the pleasure or
unpleasure. To change the accompanying thought is therefore
to change the emotion, and therefore to change the desire or the
aversion that determines conduct. Suppose that I am angry
with someone and am angry about something that he has done.
To be angry is to be displeased and to be disposed to injure some-
one, together with the thought that he has been the cause of
injury to me. When I consider my true interests as an active
thinking being, and also examine a train of unconscious associa-
tions that leads to the idea of him as the criginal cause of my
displeasure, and recognize their inadequacy, the passion of
anger disappears. When I realize the contributing causes of my
displeasure in my own unconscious memories and consequent
dispositions, the idea of an adequate external cause disappears,
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and there is nothing left to be angry with. When on reflection
I realize that no one external thing can be isolated as the cause
of my displeasure, I not only realize my error in imagining a
simple external cause of my state: I open the way to the activity
of intellectual inquiry, regarding this particular case wholly as
an instance of general laws. I thereby substitute the active
enjoyment of my own powers of thought for the suffering associ-
ated with my imagination of an adequate external cause of my
displeasure.

To interpret Spinoza as expecting emancipation solely from
an intellectual understanding of causes is not entirely correct.
It is equally incorrect to represent him as defining freedom
simply as knowledge of the causes that determine my emotions
and actions. Reason is the expression of my primary desire of
self-assertion as a thinking being, of the urge to extend my own
activity and freedom as far as I can. I am to the highest degree
free when I am engaged in an intellectual inquiry, and when
the subject of this inquiry is the order of my thought, as an
instance of something that may be understood sub specie aeterni-
tatis, and not as it is affected by particular causes in the common
order of nature. My happiness then consists, first, in immunity
from hatred of particular things, and from the other negative and
depressive passions, as an immunity that an adequate under-
standing of causes necessarily brings: secondly, it consists in the
positive enjoyment of my own freedom as freedom, as the active
exercise of the power of thought. These two necessary conditions
of happiness, which may be distinguished in other philosophies,
are inseparable, even if distinguishable, in Spinoza’s thought.
He is often represented as implausibly asserting that knowledge
of the causes of suffering by itself brings liberation from suffering.
This is a double over-simplification. First, the liberation consists
in the substitution of a free activity and of self-assertion, which
is as such enjoyable, for a passive reaction, which is as such
depressing and frustrating. Secondly, in the definition of any of
the passions the pleasure or suffering, and the thought of its
cause, are indissolubly connected. If the confused thought, or
imagination, of an external cause is replaced by thought in an
intellectual order, an active emotion replaces a passion.

“Ne may now ask whether, and with what qualifications, this
idea of human freedom is still defensible, and whether it suggests
the true grounds of our present interest in the freedom of the
individual as the main end of policy, both in private and political
affairs. Let it be remembered that a man is most free, according
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to Spinoza, and also feels himself to be most free, when he cannot
help drawing a certain conclusion, and cannot help embarking
on a certain course of action in view of the evidently compelling
reasons in favour of it. He has a compelling reason for following
a certain course of action when he knows with certainty that it
will promote his power and freedom as an active thinking being,
and therefore that it will promote his enjoyment of his own
existence. Then he cannot hesitate. The issue is decided for him
without any need for the exercise of his will in decision, exactly
as the issue is decided for him when the arguments in support
of a theoretical conclusion are conclusive arguments. The only
difference between theoretical conclusions and practical decisions
is that the latter are always governed by the agent’s desire for
his own good, rationally or irrationally interpreted. When a man
finds himself divided in mind between conflicting and incon-
clusive arguments, and between conflicting inclinations, he is,
and feels himself to be, so much less a free man in his affirmations
and in his actions. In such a case that which has determined his
final decision, whatever it is, must be, at least in part, external
to his own thought. In such cases some explanation could always
in principle be given, a cause found in the common order of
nature, for his deciding as he did. But it would not be a complete
explanation of the right kind, namely, something that was
present to his mind as a timelessly sufficient ground. He was
moved to affirmation or action by something that was outside
the rational sequence of thought. He was not entirely active and
self-determining, but, at least in part, unknowing and passive
in his motivation, since that which moved him to action was
below the level of conscious thought. He was not altogether free
in his decision, and he knows and feels that he was not, because
he did not himself recognize its necessity. When some part of
the explanation of my believing something, or of my doing
something, is to be found in a cause unrecognized by my reason,
and in something external to my thought, I had not sufficient
grounds for my belief or action. If I have a full awareness of the
adequate explanation of my affirming or acting, I necessarily
have sufficient grounds for my affirmation or action. The know-
ledge of the necessity of affirming something, or of doing some-
thing, by itself converts an external cause into an inner ground of
affirmation or action. If I know clearly why I believe something
or why I am doing something, I must have my own suflicient
reasons for affirming or doing. If I cannot completely explain
why I reach the conclusion, and if I allow that there are other
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possibilities open to me, my conclusion, whatever it is, will have
been motivated by something other than my own reasoning.
It should now be evident that the too simple question ‘Was
Spinoza a determinist?’ admits of no clear answer. The doctrine
of the two orders of causes, the intellectual and the temporal
orders, by itself makes the question indeterminate—almost
meaningless. But there is a question that always lies behind any
mention of ‘determinism’ and that certainly is worth asking:
‘Did Spinoza provide clear and acceptable grounds for familiar
moral distinctions? Or is his idea of human freedom incompatible
with the acceptance of any familiar moral distinctions?” We
cannot answer without considering the concept of morality
itself: what kind of classifications of men and of their activities
are to be counted as moral classifications, as resting on moral
distinctions? There is no philosophically neutral answer to
this question. Following Kant, one may distinguish between
the moral and natural qualities of men on the basis of some
doctrine of the will, which is taken to define the domain
of the moral. And there is certainly no place for any such
distinction as this in Spinoza’s thought. Or one may so restrict
the notion of morality that nothing counts as a moral judgement,
or as a moral choice, unless the free choice of some specific end,
or specific standard, of human activity is prescribed, an end or
standard that all men, as men, unconditionally ought to aim to
achieve or to conform to. If, following Spinoza, the freedom of
the individual, as an individual, is taken as the supreme evalua-
tive term, and not the goodness of a man, as a man, one cannot
properly speak of a specific end, or specific standard, of human
performance which each man ought to achieve or to conform to.
Within the terms of his metaphysical theory, there is no sense in
saying that men ought to be free, that they ought to be self-
determining, integrated in mind and constant in their desires,
and actively rational, in an unconditional sense of ‘ought’. The
unconditional injunction to them to pursue a certain end implies
that they have a choice among various possibilities, and that they
may make the wrong choice, unless they are enlightened by the
moralist. Philosophically speaking and in the last analysis, they
have no such choice of the ultimate ends of action. They are all,
the virtuous and the vicious, the enlightened and the unen-
lightened, in any case trying to survive as active individuals and
are trying to assert their power and freedom as individuals. The
only question that arises, either in their own decisions or in
judgement upon them, is—‘How completely are they succeeding
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in asserting themselves as self-determining individuals? How
can they become more successful than they are in maintaining
and extending their own freedom and activity?” Of the ideally
free man one can say that he will necessarily have certain virtues
__for instance, the virtues of liberality and benevolence. In this
sense there is indeed a standard or norm of conduct: that we
can specify the dispositions that are inseparable from freedom of
mind, and therefore we can specify the essential public and
private virtues. Spinoza clearly explainsin the Preface to Part IV
of the Ethics: although the words ‘good’ and ‘bad’ indicate
nothing positive in the things to which they are applied, we do
indeed need to retain them in use, because (I quote) ‘we want
to form for ourselves an idea of man upon which we may look as
2 model of human nature’. This is part of the technique of self-
improvement, a preparation for the life of reason. And he
explains again in Part V that reflection upon maxims of virtue
and wise conduct is a useful starting-point for the life of reason.
But it is, strictly speaking, a misstatement, a philosophical error
of the kind that occurs only in speaking to the unenlightened,
to represent the virtues of the free, rational man as duties
imposed upon us, or as appropriate matter for unconditional
moral imperatives. There is no law, and therefore there are no
duties, other than the natural law of self-preservation, which
states that we try to extend our power and liberty as far as we
can. How far we can, and by what methods of intellectual
discipline, is the proper subject of any book that has the title
“Ethics’. Its conclusions are properly called the dictates of reason.
Most of the duties recognized in conventional morality are in
fact irrational foreshadowings of behaviour that would be the
natural and unconstrained behaviour of a free man. He has his
own adequate reasons for being a peaceful, friendly, just, and
co-operative member of society. He may need to appeal to the
myth of the moral law to persuade the mass of his fellow citizens
to co-operate in civil society. Some of the conventional virtues
of civil society, those associated with renunciation, unworldli-
ness, and repression, are not virtues but vices. They are signs of
weakness and of failure in the individual’s realization of his
own vitality as an individual. They have been taken for virtues,
when myths of a transcendent God and of another world have
been taken seriously as metaphysical truths. Preoccupation
with death, and with human weakness, and with the passage of
time, rather than with the enjoyment of present activity, are
the emotional counterparts of these false philosophies. In a
B 9105 P
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well-known and significant paragraph (Scholium to Prop. X in
Part V), Spinoza says that the attitude of the severe moralist,
which issues in denunciations of the vices and vanities of man,
and of the common conditions of human life, is always the mark
of a diseased mind. Pathos and virtue are opposed to each other,
because, for Spinoza, virtue is energy—in a rather more precise
sense than Blake intended.

There is therefore a sense in which Spinoza is representing the
study of ethics, in the then dominant Christian and Jewish
tradition, as one immense error, as the pursuit of a harmful
illusion. The illusion is that various goals or ends of human
effort, towards which our actions might be directed, are open to
us for decision and for appraisal, and that the discussion and
comparison of the various ends of action is the proper subject-
matter of ethics. The ultimate ends of action are not open for
decision or discussion. They are fixed by the laws of our nature as
mind-body organisms struggling to preserve ourselves against
our environment. That which we generally take, in our igno-
rance of these natural laws, to be our own free decision between
alternative ends is to be explained as the complicated working
of these laws in our own individual psychology. They are laws
governing increases and decreases of vitality in the mind-body
organism, and, derivatively, of unconscious appetites and
conscious desires. I am only self-directing and independent
when I am actively studying the laws of nature themselves, free
from any concentration of interest exclusively on myself and on
my relation to other particular things. Unless I continually
reflect in this detached, philosophical manner, my particular
Jjudgement of ends of action, of good and bad, will correspond
only to my particular desires and needs, due to the complica-
tions of my particular environment, and to the fantasies that
have arisen from this history. I am deceived, if T do not discover
the element of fantasy, and of unconscious memories in my
original judgements of value. Moral argument, that which
replaces the traditional free discussion of ends of action, should
be an attempt to bring to light, and to recognize, our own
motives and their sources, and thereby to make our pursuit of
our own safety, and the enjoyment of our own activity, fully
self-conscious and therefore fully rational.

I think it is at least possible that Spinoza is right in his opinion
that traditional ethics is the pursuit of an illusion, and that
gradually, in the course of years, he may be shown to be right.
But for him of course this conclusion was not opinion, but
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knowledge. Nor did he think that it required, or could receive,
confirmation from further observation and scientific inquiry.
I am assuming a view of his philosophy, and of philosophy itself,
which was not his, and which many living British philosophers
would certainly not accept: the view that a philosophy such as
his, which began with a claim to final truth demonstrable by
a priori argument, is to be judged now as a speculative anticipa-
tion of truths that may gradually be confirmed by scientific
inquiry, and by accumulating human experience. The con-
firmation, if it comes, will not be like the confirmation of an
empirical hypothesis. It will not be direct confirmation, which
leaves one with no reasonable alternative other than to accept
thehypothesisastrue. Rather the confirmation would be thatsome
notions closely resembling Spinoza’s key notions become widely
accepted as peculiarly appropriate in studying and in evaluating
human behaviour. New psychological knowledge might fit
better into this framework than into any other, and psycho-
logists themselves, and those who must now be directly or
indirectly influenced by them, might come to employ concepts
closely akin to Spinoza’s. Certainly anyone who altogether
rejects Spinoza’s naturalistic standpoint, and anyone who has
some religious and transcendental ground for his moral beliefs,
would remain unpersuaded: and, given his premisses, justifiably
so. But those of us who have no such transcendental grounds
may at least pause and consider the possibility that much of our
habitual moralizing about the ends of action is altogether mis-
taken. Certainly we should not deceive ourselves by dismissing
Spinoza as the kind of determinist who allows no possibility of
deliberate self-improvement, as if this were the dividing line
between him and the traditional moralists. It is not. An unpre-
judiced reading of the introduction to the De Intellectus Emenda-
tione, and of Part V of the Ethics, will show that it is not. The
dividing line is his theory of individuals maintaining themselves
as individuals and of the mind and body as the two aspects of a
single organism; and this line can be traced back to his nomina-
listic logic and to his philosophy of nature.

I have elsewhere suggested that there is an illuminating, and
more than superficial, resemblance between Spinoza’s and
Freud’s conception of personality. The more closely one con-
siders this resemblance, the more clearly it appears to be trace-
able to common philosophical beliefs, which lie far below the
surface of a shared terminology. That simple, misleading ques-
tion ‘Was Spinoza, was Freud, a determinist?’ has to be put on
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one side, and for the same reason, in both cases: that determin-
ism, as a label, is associated with a particular model of the type
of explanation to be aimed at in individual psychology and in
the assessment of character: and this is a type which was certainly
not theirs and which they had no interest either in accepting or
rejecting. A determinist, as this label is commonly understood,
has the single idea that any human behaviour is to be explained
by well-confirmed natural laws which, taken together with a
statement of initial conditions, exhibit the behaviour, whatever
it may be, as always in principle predictable. This is not the
kind of understanding, and of self-understanding, that is pro-
posed by Spinoza and Freud.

Let me briefly list their points of agreement. First: there
is the ‘economic’ conception of the mind: that any individual
is a psycho-physical organism with a quantity of undifferen-
tiated energy that appears in consciousness as desire and,
below the level of consciousness, as appetite. This is the in-
stinctual energy that must find its outlet, however deformed and
deflected it may be by its interactions with the environment.
Desires and appetites are projected upon objects, as objects of
love or of hate, in accordance, first, with the primary economic
needs of the organism, as objects promoting or depressing its
vitality, and, secondly, upon objects that are derivatively
associated, through the complex mechanisms of memory, with
increase or depression of vitality. Following this conception of a
person’s undifferentiated energy of self-assertion, Spinoza’s
account of passive emotions, and of the laws of transference that
govern them, is very close to Freud’s mechanisms of projection,
transference, displacement, and identification, in forming the
objects of love and aggression. Second: that the way towards
freedom and self-direction is through the recognition of the
unreality of the causes with which an individual associates
pleasures and sufferings. A man’s discrimination between good
objects and bad objects will be explained to him as imaginative
projection upon reality of unconsciously remembered incidents
in his personal history. Third: the purpose of such an explana-
tion is to give him an overriding interest in the objective order
of things, an interest independent of his own fantasies and of the
passive association of ideas. The recall to reason is a recall from
fantasy, and from the attachment to past experience through
unconscious memories, towards an active and present enjoyment
of his energies. He therefore becomes free to direct his mind as he
chooses to its proper objects, instead of endlessly and helplessly
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repeating patterns of pursuit and aversion that originally
established themselves below the level of his consciousness. Fourth :
in his original state of uncriticized passive emotions, based upon
fantasy, and the projection of his conflicts on to external objects,
a man necessarily follows contrary and violently conflicting
inclinations, and not a stable and consistent policy. Taken as a
whole, his behaviour, in realizing his own desires, is therefore
self-defeating. He is in this sense a divided and disintegrated
personality. Freedom consists in the integration of all his desires
and aversions into a coherent policy, the policy of developing
his own powers of understanding, and of enjoying his active
energies.

The point of philosophical interest here is the conception of
mental causation which in turn determines the conception of
freedom as the proper subject of ethics. For both Spinoza and
Freud, the starting-point was the individual who, although part
of the common order of nature, has to assert his individuality,
his activity as an individual, against the common order of nature:
in later, un-Spinozistic language, to assert the self, as agent,
against the not-self, the external reality which resists him. His
only means of achieving this distinctness as an individual, this
freedom in relation to the common order of nature, is the power
of the mind freely to follow in its thought an intellectual order.
Then the flow of his reasonable thought and his reasonable
action is predictable with greater certainty than when his
thoughts and actions were determined by causes external to his
own thinking. Spinoza and Freud alike argued that it is the
common condition of men that their conduct and their judge-
ments of value, their desires and aversions, are in each indi-
vidual determined by unconscious memories. This is the nature
of the passions—that their objects can be explained only from
knowledge of unconsciously remembered satisfactions and frustra-
tions in the individual’s history, and not from the properties
of the objects themselves. The future activity of a reasonable
man is predictable on the basis of his present activity, while the
future of the man who is a slave to his passions is to be inferred
only from the fantasies that he formed in the remote past. When
a man’s thought follows the objective order of things in nature,
he is, and knows that he is, for a time an autonomous individual,
asserting his own power and independence of mind. I repeat
‘for a time’. For neither Spinoza nor Freud were optimists.
Freedom is at the best only intermittent and partial, and the
general condition of men, as parts of nature, is one of fantasy
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and of passion determined by unconscious memory and there-
fore by conflict and frustration. But Freud’s was certainly the
deeper pessimism. Attending to the evidence of fact, he found
no reason to believe that the mere force of intellect and of
reflection could by itself open the way to self-knowledge, and
therefore to freedom of mind. And one traditional form of philo-
sophical writing, which still survives in Spinoza, is disappearing
from our literature: the exhortation addressed to reason, the call
to reflection on the right way of life, which used to be the preface,
as in the De Intellectus Emendatione, to intellectual analysis.

Spinoza’s philosophy can be construed as a metaphysical
justification of individualism in ethics and politics. In so inter-
preting him, we only follow his design of his own work, which
has never, I think, been treated with sufficient seriousness,
largely because the attention of political philosophers has been
concentrated on the more crude and inapplicable metaphysics
of Hobbes. Whatever may be our judgement on the meta-
physical premisses from which it was deduced, Spinoza’s theory
of the passions is indeed a justitication for taking the freedom o
the individual as the supreme goal of political action. The now
prevailing liberal conceptions of freedom, based on an empiricist
philosophy, leave a mystery : why is the individual’s act of choice,
free from outside interference and threats of force, the supremely
valuable activity of a man? Mill himself drew his answer from
his utilitarian philosophy. The freedom of the individual was
not for him a supreme and absolute end, but rather a means to
the general progress of mankind. The individual’s freedom of
choice is a means to diversity . .d experiment, and diversity and
experiment are means to the discovery of the most desirable
forms of life. There is nothing in this philosophy that requires
that the freedom of any individual is as such to be respected
before all other things. Perhaps a revived doctrine.of natural
rights could give a sense to the absolute, as opposed to the
conditional, value of the freedom of the individual. But no sense
is given to the notion of natural rights within the empiricist
philosophies of this time. If every man is by the law of his nature
as an individual trying to assert his own power and freedom, in
Spinoza’s sense, in his thought and action, there is indeed a
natural basis for the insistence on freedom as the supreme value
in politics as in personal morality. The pursuit of any incom-
patible end will only lead to conflict and violence.

I return to my starting-point. It is, I think, at least possible
that Spinoza has presented the outline of a defensible conception
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of individual freedom as the ultimate value in politics. In the
Tractatus  Theologico-Politicus, particularly in Chapter 20, he
undertakes to show both that a civilized social order, based on
freedom of thought and toleration, is a necessary condition of
the use of reason, and therefore of the individual’s fulfilment
and enjoyment of his active powers: also, and more important
now, to show that violence and social conflict are the projections
into the external world of conflicts of passion within the indivi-
dual. The first demonstration is in its conclusion, though not in
its method, a commonplace. The second is not. We continue to
speculate without conviction about freedom and social co-opera-
tion in the traditional terms of political philosophy, without any
serious attention to the psychopathology of the individual, and
as if all the discoveries in clinical psychology in the last fifty
years had never been made. And this is, I think, why political
philosophy is now dying or dead, and lacks all conviction, except
as an interpretation of the past. It has lost contact with the
revolutionary and relevant moral science of its time. It is
contrary to reason, and contrary also to John Stuart Mill’s own
principles in philosophy, that we should still cling to Mill’s
definition of freedom, when the philosophy of mind upon which
he based it is discredited. We thereby preserve the letter, and
lose the spirit, of empiricism, and of the liberal beliefs that were
derived from it.



