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spinoza's theory of thought
thomas kisser, translated by kirk
turner

I have always lived, in parallel, two lives. One is that of a character which a
combination of hereditary elements has made me adopt, in a certain place
and at a certain time. The other is that of a being without face, without
name, without place and without a particular historical time: this is the life
of substance itself and the breath of all life. Yet of these two conscious-
nesses, which are so different and nevertheless connected—one superfi-
cial and fleeting, the other durable and profound—the first, as if it were
totally natural, concealed the second, during most of my childhood, my
youth and even during my active and passionate life. It is only through a
few sudden explosions that the other, subterranean, consciousness, suc-
ceeds in piercing the shell of everyday life and then it gushes like the hot
spurt of an artesian well; only for a few seconds and then it is gone again,
absorbed by the lips of the Earth.!

With these words, Romain Rolland begins his text The Flash of Spinoza [L Eclair
de Spinoza] describing the lightning bolt that suddenly brings enlightenment.
Rolland is among other things famous for his exchange of letters with Sigmund
Freud, with whom he formed a strong friendship. Freud, in his text The Future of
an Illusion, conducted a psychoanalytic critique of religion and Rolland contested
this account—which in his view was an indeed unappreciative view of religious
phenomena—with the concept of “oceanic feeling.” This feeling is known to all



people, according to Rolland, and leads toward a unity of mankind with reality as
whole as a feeling of total accordance and tranquility. The understanding of this
“oceanic feeling” most certainly goes back to the intensive reading of Spinoza
conducted by the young Rolland, the immersion in the soleil blanc de la substance
[white sun of substance], as he calls it. Even though he describes this second con-
sciousness as deep and lasting, the white sun of substance reveals itself to him
in lightning-like momentary manifestations, as our pure being beneath everyday
existence, which only occasionally, and then explosively, emerges, a spontaneous,
unpredictable and both destructive and creative causality that traverses and re-
news the ordered paths of everyday causality—without face, without place, with-
out name, without time—that is to say, the pure breath of life.

Is this the fundamental tension with which the Spinozist lives and that represents
the actual source of his life? This second life is, according to Rolland, so complete-
ly formless that one has to ask whether it can be described at all, as Rolland does,
as consciousness, conscience. Is it not, rather, an unconscious, so to speak purely
energetic dimension of thought? Undoubtedly, Rolland unleashes a provocative
dimension in Spinoza’s thinking here. Can we understand this provocation in Spi-
noza’s theory of thought more exactly and in a textually oriented manner? In fact,
within this investigation, we will not only see that Spinoza rejects our everyday
image of human thought and action, but also examine the conception of being
which sustains this critique and understands thinking in a quite different manner
from that of tradition.

Spinoza himself explicitly spoke of the unconscious. In our everyday reality, Spi-
noza argues, we set goals as the very core of our actions, which are in turn based
on norms, and understand our effective activity in such a way that we realize the
means for these ends. Through this image of an antecedence and dominance of
consciousness over being, through goal-setting and volitional acts, however, says
Spinoza, the true causes of our actions are hidden, rerum causarum ignari (E 1,
Ap.): we don’t know ourselves therefore. And yet how is this real being, which
supposedly presents the actual truth and reality of mankind, to be understood
and even found? This raises the problem of removing oneself from the everyday
view. In fact, for Spinoza, the unconscious truth would have remained “hidden ...
to eternity, if Mathematics, which is concerned not with ends, but only with the
essences and properties of figures, had not shown men another standard of truth”
(E1,Ap.).
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Thus, according to Spinoza, our everyday thinking, insofar as it is bound to con-
scious or supposedly consciously set goals and fulfillments thereof, prevents us
from properly understanding reality, including our own mental processes. The
illusion of final causes inhibits proper thinking—carried out by mathematics
among other things—which consists in the consideration of essences and their
properties. The dynamics of essences and properties are thereby to be under-
stood exactly the other way round when compared to the fulfillment of aims.
Essences that also include human individuals are explicative and express them-
selves through their properties.? This can be illustrated through the example of
the circle. A circle has the essence or genetic definition of a line drawn around a
point at a constant distance. This results in the periphery of the circle. Only both
taken together, center and periphery, result in the circle. From this essence, none-
theless, many other properties arise, such as triangles, which can be drawn by
means of the radii. Even more properties are explicated when other figures, such
as tangents or other circles, are allowed to “interact” with the first circle. This cre-
ates new figures or surfaces like the two circles that—the one drawn and moving
within the other—allow an infinity to develop within a limited area.* This gives
rise to common properties [notiones communes] right up to the most general fea-
tures common to all figures. The specific properties “lie in” the definition of the
circle [inesse] or follow from it [sequi]. These relationships of inesse or sequi form
the true relationships of being that we follow even if we don’t recognize them
or even mistake them. While aims are always to a certain extent set against the
prevailing reality, properties ensue automatically or spontaneously [automaton or
sponte] from the unfolding [explicatio] of the essences. Hence Spinoza has a very
accurate concept of what we call—often without giving it much thought—the free
development, explicatio or expressio, of the personality.

One sees Spinoza’s image of life and mankind: actions, experiences and knowl-
edge flow from us, from the stream of life, that we are and which carries us, such
that we become “a spontaneously rolling wheel,” as Nietzsche put it According
to this view we are always already connected with the whole of reality, instead of
having to prevail against an unfriendly world.® In a society in which mechanisms
of reflection are increasingly composed of grades, rankings, evaluations and opti-
mization strategies, this is an alternative and in a sense even unrealistic position.
Most of the time we hurry to meet appointments, agreements and requirements;
seldom do we come to an autonomous rhythm of our own and admit we are free
to wait and see what comes about.
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It is also the original and unifying reality of the free stream of life instead of
strained and isolating aim-fulfillments that produces the truth of the so-called
common notions [notiones communes], the interactive formation of which we have
already elucidated using the example of geometric figures. In human as well as
social life, such common concepts arise from the social as such, and form the
social as such—an orchestra, a working group, an army create common notions.
Ultimately, certain concepts apply to all people—for example that of thought or
affect, the common notions from which Spinoza’s Ethics proceeds and which we
can relate to our own lives. However, Spinoza is surely not only concerned with
the lightning flashes of true being in everyday life, as Rolland holds, but also with
a continuous practice, in which body and mind manifest themselves as forms of
expression of a self-identical essence. Being manifests itself, to be sure, as body
on the one hand and mind on the other, but does not divide these into a com-
mander, the mind, and the commanded, the body, as Descartes understood it,
nor—in a reversed manner—as a spontaneity, the body, and a minute taker, the
mind, as Jacobi understood Spinoza maintaining.” But this must also be positively
and coherently formulated on the theoretical level.

Spinoza’s Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, dedicated to the goal of a ratio-
nal way of life, already shows how the explicated relation in thought, or rather in
the true idea, is to be understood.®

A true idea [idea vera] (for we have a true idea [habemus enim ideam ve-
ram]) is something different from its object [est diversum a suo ideato]. For
a circle is one thing and an idea of the circle another—the idea of the circle
is not something which has a circumference and a center, as a circle does.
Nor is an idea of the body the body itself. And since it is something differ-
ent from its object [diversum a suo ideato], it will also be something intel-
ligible through itself; that is, the idea, as far as its formal essence [essentia
formalis] is concerned, can be the object of another objective essence [0b-
Jectum alterius essentice objectivee], and this other objective essence in turn
will also be, considered in itself, something real and intelligible [reale, et
intelligibile], and so on, indefinitely.

(TIE §33)

The idea is different from its object; the idea of the body is not the body. This

seemingly self-evident distinction makes another issue clear: as the idea of the
body is not the body itself, it must have—as the body itself also has—an indepen-
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dent status; it must be something real and, in addition, intelligible [aliquid reale
et intelligibile]. As such an intelligible “something,” it is the object of another idea,
through which obviously this first idea is recognized (however which, in turn, is
itself something independent).

This relation can evidently be repeated and continued into the infinite, indefi-
nitely, as Spinoza says. But one must understand the nature of this progressus in
infinitum correctly. For if the essence of Peter is something different to the idea of
Peter, as well as the idea of the idea of Peter, then it is clear that “to understand
the essence of Peter, it is not necessary to understand an idea of Peter, much less
an idea of an idea of Peter” (TIE §34). What is therefore necessary in order to
understand the essence of Peter? Spinoza’s lapidary answer: one must merely un-
derstand the essence of Peter, “for to know that I know, I must first know” (TIE
§34). This sounds like a very direct form of realism, which would remain unclear
if one considered the interaction of thought and extension to be impossible. One
can then hardly believe that Spinoza refers here to the direct physical and sensory
experiences of Peter. In fact, the matter is more complex here than it may at first
seem, as Spinoza continues: “From this it is clear that certainty is nothing but
the objective essence itself, i.e., the mode by which we are aware of the formal
essence is certainty itself [quod certitudo nihil sit preeter ipsam essentiam objectivam;
id est, modus, quo sentimus essentiam formalem, est ipsa certitudo]” (TIE §35). Obvi-
ously, here we are in the field of thought or ideas. Here, certainty—that is, the
effect of evidence or truth—is understood as the relation of the objective essence
to the formal essence. This relationship with the formal essence manifests itself
in a sensation [sentire]; so we feel the formal essence or the being of the idea and
this feeling is certainty. If we are in the field of thought here, then it can only con-
cern the formal essence of an idea or in an idea and not the corresponding body.
According to the Cartesian terminology that Spinoza follows here, the formal es-
sence determines the idea as reality, as an event of the real world, and the objec-
tive essence determines the idea as an image or representation of reality. Spinoza,
like Descartes, places the formal essence itself in the field of thought. If certainty,
then, is the feeling of unity of the formal essence and the objective essence, then
is truth merely the accordance of the formal and objective qualities of the ideas?

Let us see what role the differentiation of the formal and objective essence of the

idea plays in Descartes’ work! Descartes grounded his doubt on the truth of the
ideas in the sense of representations of external objects by stating that
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these ideas must proceed from objects outside me, since they do not de-
pend on my will, I do not find ... convincing ... [because] perhaps there is
in me some faculty fitted to produce these ideas without the assistance of
any external things, even though it is not yet known by me; just as, appar-
ently, they have hitherto always been found in me during sleep without the
aid of any external objects.?

The general substantiation of the doubt therefore comes from the status of ideas
as products of my own—understood as causally efficient or productive—activity.
We are concerned here, then, with the formal essence of the ideas, their onto-
logical status as products of the human mind. The problematic involved in this
activity or production is exemplified in the difference between dreaming and wak-
ing states. Obviously, we produce the dream images ourselves while regarding
“real” images as externally influenced ones. But since this difference cannot be
determined in terms of content, any representation of an external object can ac-
tually have the nature of a dream image. The ideas of external objects, therefore,
can be deceiving if their reality [realitas] can be understood as emanating from
the human subject itself in the sense of a productive power. The realitas refers,
therefore, not only to the objective essence, the content of the represented, but
also determines the degree of being or the formal essence of the idea. The more
realitas there is, the more essence.” Thus, as products of the human mind, ideas
can always be explicative projections of subjectively implicit structures of only
apparently external objects and nothing else.

As we know, this argument will fail solely and exclusively because of the idea of
God, which as an idea of a truly infinite substance cannot be within me, “if it had
not proceeded from some substance which was veritably infinite.”" Infinity, how-
ever, exceeds the reality [realitas] of mankind, and its concept must be accepted
as an external influence. Epistemology is therefore discussed within the paradigm
of causality or production. It is only there, where the subject can no longer under-
stand his idea as an effect or product of himself, that an external reality can and
must be accepted as the cause. Hence the conclusion about the existence of God.

One must also consider an additional complication to properly assess the rela-
tionship between Descartes and Spinoza. In Descartes’ Meditations we find two
proofs of God. Only the second proof in the fifth meditation is set out as an on-
tological proof of God, as Spinoza does at the beginning of his Ethics. There, the
existence of God follows analytically from the concept of God as the most perfect
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being, just as the idea of the valley follows from the idea of the mountain, whereby
it is clear that the existence of the mountain does not follow from the idea of the
mountain. The conclusion on existence is only possible in the case of God, the
absolute being."” In the third meditation, by contrast, Descartes had taken the
already described inference from the causality of ideas by means of the lumen
naturale, as he says. There it is stated that the idea of the highest and absolutely
perfect being cannot occur within us as an effect without this effect really coming
from the outside. The objective reality in the idea of infinity cannot be traced back
to our formal reality as human beings.” Only through this reasoning from effect
to cause can doubt be overcome. This proof of God therefore remains thoroughly
problematic in terms of validity. As such, there arises a light suspension in the
whole train of thought. The conclusion, to a certain degree, assumes the character
of an investment and an act of trust which we make explicit. This corresponds to
the fact that the nervus probandi of this conclusion lies in the goodness of God. An
almighty being, says Descartes, does not find it necessary to deceive and there-
fore it would not do this. This moral coloring of the proof imagines God to some
extent as a moral being. Only the associated truthfulness of God, veracitas, guar-
antees the truth. One sees how Descartes, in his basic intuitions, differs from Spi-
noza, whose God manifests itself as a substance that explicates itself with internal
necessity in the conceptual demonstrations of the Ethics, which begins directly
with the ontological proof of God as its point of departure. Therefore, a further
word is necessary on the relationship between both proofs of God in this reading
of Descartes’, which opens onto his fundamental problem.*

While the first proof of God in the third meditation builds upon the lumen natu-
rale and asks for a certain moral investment, one can see in the second proof of
God in the fifth meditation the classical ontological proof of God, which proceeds
from concepts. Obviously, in the understanding of Descartes, the concepts or, as
one would say in the seventeenth century, the innate tools of thought, are only
now available—on the basis of the veracitas of God—for argumentative purposes.
According to Descartes, concepts can be deceptive—even where they seem to be
right to us—and this possibility must first be fended off in order to be able to use
conceptual processes in a legitimate and reliable manner. As Descartes realizes at
the start of the third meditation: “accordingly it seems to me that already I can
establish as a general rule [videor pro regula gernerali posse statuere] that all things
which I perceive very clearly and very distinctly are true.”s It only seems [video]
that one can apply this rule generally; this is turned around into its opposite how-
ever by the fiction of the deceiving God: namely, that one cannot even trust the
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knowledge which we intuit—or believe to—with the utmost certainty.’ Against
the massiveness of the problem of deception, only the goodness of God can be
mobilized. One can see in the analytic train of thought of the first three medita-
tions of Descartes a form of transcendental philosophical thought—both avant
la lettre and decidedly pointed—the fundamental motto of which is to always in-
clude the observer’s point of view.

Spinoza will not be able to accept—as we have already seen—that one can deny
the validity of notions that are self-evident. This can also be seen in the continua-
tion of the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, where he clarifies the benefits
he sees in his conception of truth: “And from this, again, it is clear that, for the
certainty of the truth, no other sign is needed than having a true idea. For as we
have shown, in order for me to know, it is not necessary to know that I know”
(TIE §35). The primary relation to a reality which Spinoza obviously sees in this
relation of objective and formal essences is supposed to release us from the night-
mare of a reflection on truth and knowledge which triggers a progressus in infini-
tum and makes truth as such impossible.

Plainly, Spinoza is here taking aim at the Cartesian reflection on truth in the
movements of doubt in the meditations. When, according to Descartes, we fun-
damentally question the relation of our ideas to reality, as occurs in the universal
equation of dreams and reality, and consequently look for a sign of truth in re-
flection, we can always repeat this movement and thus never arrive at the truth.
Spinoza confirms this controversial view further on when he states: “if, by some
fate [fato], someone had proceeded in this way in investigating Nature, i.e., by ac-
quiring other ideas in the proper order, according to the standard of the given true
idea, he would never have doubted the truth he possessed (for as we have shown,
the truth makes itself manifest)” (TIE §44).

If Descartes, therefore, if only by chance, had always thought correctly, he would
never have fallen into doubt—a characterization he directly rejects in the third
meditation. Looking back on the movement of doubt in the second meditation,
which had called into doubt something seemingly certain, namely the perception
of external objects, Descartes writes: “And it was in this that I erred, or, if per-
chance my judgment was correct, this was not due to any knowledge arising from
my perception.”” Descartes thus excludes the use of accidentally found truths in
his method. So fundamental is doubt to his thinking.
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For Spinoza, however, doubt is only a problem of—supposedly—a lack of truth, to
the degree that we always already have true ideas to a certain extent. If we really
had no true ideas, as Descartes at least assumes at times in the meditations, then
the idea of truth, according to Spinoza, would be entirely illusory. Therefore, the
whole problem for Spinoza is to find a true idea or proper concept of a particular
object. But if we have found this, then we can use this as a guide to seek out other
true ideas. The fact that we have a true idea, however, becomes known to us from
the immediate relation to the formal, that is to say actually existing, essence of
this idea. Therefore, a particular idea is clearly discernible:

Next, from what we have just said, that an idea must agree completely
with its formal essence [cum sua essentia formali], it is evident that for our
mind to reproduce completely the likeness of Nature [quod ut mens nostra
omnino referat Naturce exemplar], it must bring all of its ideas forth [debeat
ommnes suas ideas producere] from that idea which represents the source and
origin of the whole of Nature, so that that idea is also the source of the
other ideas.

(TIE §42)

The idea of God is supposed to form the source of all ideas, so that we have to first
develop it in order for it to form the basis of all other ones. But in the idea of God,
the existence of its formal essence is immediately revealed. Not only does God
exist necessarily, his idea does as well. To put it another way: because we perceive
the formal essence in the idea of God itself, such that this idea is evident, we can
conclude that God necessarily exists. In the execution of this derivation, this pro-
ducere ideas, the mind shows itself as Exemplar Naturae, which originally meant
“copy,” i.e., a transcription of nature, therefore, which depicts the reality entirely
and in general, omnino referat. One sees how the train of thought of the Ethics is
indicated in the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect. But what does the con-
nection between formal essence and objective essence look like in the structure
of parallelism? Even if he proceeds from an absolute trust in concepts, Spinoza
will grant them a further dimension—different from that of our uses—in order to
legitimate their truth. This, namely, is their formal essence. We will now examine
further how this is to be understood on the basis of a reading of the Ethics.

The topic of the second part of the Ethics is the nature and origin of the mind,

De Natura, et Origine Mentis. Evidently, the human mind must itself now be con-
strued. There is no conceptual or principle change when compared to the Treatise
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on the Emendation of the Intellect as the mind, mens humana, or human conscious-
ness are—to the astonishment of some readers—themselves set as ideas." “For
of each thing there is necessarily an idea in God, of which God is the cause in the
same way as he is of the idea of the human Body” (E II, P13S). The human mind
is the idea God has of a particular body. Thus, the human mind is a part of the
divine, infinite intellect, that is, the idea God forms from himself as a compre-
hensive reality in the attribute of thought. Yet in terms of method, there is a new
orientation compared with the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, because
the idea, which is the human mind, can obviously not be found in the method of
the Treatise. In the Ethics, the train of thought, which was at least sketched out in
the Treatise, proceeds from the source and cause of the whole of nature in order to
derive effects and properties. Thereby, one proceeds always from the cause to the
effects, and from the essence to the properties. The stream of life thus translates
into the concatenation of demonstrations and constructions and gives the mos
geometricus its sense and its meaning as a continuous and self-increasing forma-
tion and formulation of this flow of life. The theory of the mind, therefore, starts
from the attribute structure of thought and from this develops the operation of
thinking as such: the formation of ideas. This operation now leads to the infinite
intellect, i.e., the idea that substance or God forms of itself in the attribute of
thought as idea Dei. Individual consciousnesses have, therefore, not only ideas,
but also, for Spinoza, these are primarily ideas in the infinite intellect and exist
then in the original and continuous context of an intelligible nature. Thereby, the
idea, the mens or anima itself “is,” is the origin and cause of the ideas that the mens
or anima “has” and through which it represents the external world. Here too, the
properties follow from the essence. The automaton spirituale is named after this
circumstance. From the individuality of the body and its consciousness as the
idea of the body, idea corporis, grasped in the “field” of the attributes, follows the
complete mental structure of the human. In this conception of an absolute con-
nectivity of consciousnesses with each other, as well as with the attribute, the Eth-
ics realizes Spinoza’s anti-Cartesian and anti-subjectivist tendencies, which—as
we saw—already shaped the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect. The thesis
that the finite intellect is part of an infinite and unified intellect leads the whole
train of thought.

One can then see straight away how and why Spinoza avoids Descartes’ analytical
approach to the theory of the ideas. For if our consciousnesses are ideas in the
mind of God, i.e., the effects of God, or of the attribute of thought respectively,
then it is absolutely unnecessary to fundamentally doubt the effects, that is to
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say, our representations. Instead, the capacity for truth of our ideas, in a principal
sense, is thereby ensured. And yet what does this construction look like in detail?
How does the truth of our ideas come about?

The operation of the formation of ideas is initially an operation of the substance
itself that modifies and represents itself in the attribute of thought: “In God there
is necessarily an idea, both of his essence and of everything that necessarily fol-
lows from his essence” (E II, P3). This idea that God forms himself arises only
because “God acts with the same necessity by which he understands himself, i.e.,
just as it follows from the necessity of the divine nature ... that God understands
himself [ut Deus seipsum intelligat], with the same necessity it also follows that
God does [agat] infinitely many things in infinitely many modes” (E II, P3S). God
acts, agat, therefore with the very necessity with which he recognizes himself,
seipsum intelligit, and he recognizes himself with the same necessity with which he
acts. How is the relationship between action and knowledge with respect to God
to be understood? Firstly, as in the Appendix to the first part of the Ethics, Spinoza
is concerned here with differentiating his conception from the traditional image
of a God who realizes certain possibilities and not others through his free will. But
what takes its place? The inner necessity with which God both acts and knows at
the same time. One might be tempted to divide both forms of expression, acting
and knowing, between the attributes of extension and thought. But the situation
is more complex. Spinoza himself gives an interpretation of the facts, as well as
his theorem, a few lines later. After this it follows “that God can form the idea of
his essence, and of all the things that follow necessarily from it, solely from the
fact that God is a thinking thing, and not from the fact that he is the object of his
own idea”(E II, P5Pr).

The fact that God acts with the same necessity with which he knows, and vice
versa, hence implies that God does not have himself in advance as an object that
he can subsequently know. Rather, it is self-knowledge as such, independent of
any previously given object. Knowledge as an act is based solely on the fact that
God is a thinking being and that he realizes his power of thought. In the process,
the formal essence, essentia formalis, that we are here still trying to understand,
plays a decisive role. This is so as the

formal being of ideas [esse formale idearum] admits God as a cause only

insofar as he is considered as a thinking thing, and not insofar as he is ex-
plained by any other attribute. I.e., ideas, both of God’s attributes and of
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singular things, admit not the objects themselves [non ipsa ideata], or the
things perceived, as their efficient cause, but God himself, insofar as he is
a thinking thing.

(E I, P5)

Ideas, then, are not formed according to models that depict them, but from the
absolute spontaneity of the substance that manifests itself in the attribute of
thought completely autonomously and independent of all other attributes. We
find this spontaneity in every attribute independent of all others. The ideas in the
attribute of thought are therefore also formed as spontaneously, simultaneously
with the bodies in the attribute of extension, without this involving an interac-
tion. And the ideas in the attribute of thought explicate exactly the same reality,
realitas, as the bodies in the attribute of extension. Hence the idea of so-called
parallelism, as Leibniz called it, of ideas and things, which Spinoza formulated as
the central proposition of his epistemology.” “The order and connection of ideas
is the same as the order and connection of things” (E II, P7). Every body or thing,
res, is as such designated an idea in the divine mind that has this body as its object;
that is to say, this body, and everything which happens to it, takes place mentally.
This object relation therefore represents a factual identity: what happens in the
body and in the idea of that body is the same. Thus, as Spinoza says, body and
mind are but two views or forms of expression of one and the same thing that is
expressed in two ways [duobis modis expressa] (E 11, P7S).

However, these two views are not reducible to one another: a circumstance giving
Spinoza, in the age of post-physicalism, a certain relevance. One is very often con-
tent with the presentation of this parallelism of ideas and bodies in order to show
the solution to the body/soul problem in Spinoza as well as evoke its superiority
over Descartes’ dualism of the mental and bodily.> In actuality, one realizes the
complete theoretical scope of the parallelism of ideas and things first when one
recognizes the ideas as things, as the things or the esse formale in the attribute of
thought. This second, but de jure primary, dimension of parallelism is to be found
in the corollary to Proposition 7:

From this it follows that God’s power of thinking [cogitandi potentia] is
equal to his actual power of acting [agendi potentice]. I.e., whatever follows
formally [sequitur formaliter] from God’s infinite nature follows objective-
ly in God [sequitur in Deo objective] from his idea in the same order and
with the same connection.
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(E 11, P7Cor)

In this manner we can answer our question on how the relation between the for-
mal and objective essence of the ideas is shaped, in the context of the parallelism
of the Ethics. Let us remember the terminological specifications of the Cartesians.
The formal nature of something is its being as such; the objective nature of a
thing is its (re)presentational content, the ideate. Even the ideas have a formal be-
ing, esse formale, which, although possessing a certain degree of realitas, of reality,
must not be equated with the ideate, i.e., is not to be understood in the sense of an
objectification. Thus, the idea of a circle has the reality of a circle formally, not as
a representation: it is, in a sense, the circle as thought-thing or thing-of-thinking
in the attribute of thought.

Thus, the idea of God as esse formale has an absolutely infinite reality that as such
differs from the reality in its ideationality. Every idea has as its formal being to
some extent the character of a pure thing in the attribute of thought. The ideas
repeat therefore, as effect of the active or productive power of God, the bodies as
things of thinking in the attribute of thought. This quality of the ideas as things,
as Spinoza writes, comes from God’s active power, Dei potentia agendi.”* The cor-
ollary to E II, P7 concludes that the order that formally follows from the active
power of God, Dei potentia agends, is the same as the order that follows objectively
from the thinking power of God, Dei potentia cogitandi. The latter refers to the
objective being of the ideas, the ideate or representation contents. In this parallel
sense, God thinks what he does and does what he thinks.

Wherein does the idea’s character, as thing, or the formal being, esse formale, lie?
This thingly character is generally determined, through the attribute, to be dy-
namic. The attributes are as a whole, as well as in their parts, explications or ex-
pressions of the essence of God. The formal being of ideas plays a role within this
expressive or dynamic nature as an active powet, as causa efficiens or explicatio. In
fact, this is also the core of the Spinozist concept of ethics. This connects with the
causal aspect of the theory of consciousness, as freedom means to liberate one’s
own essence or essentiality. This is the essence of explication, which is to be un-
derstood as a causally efficient process and which constitutes self-determination
at both the level of substance and the level of the modes.

The dynamics of this release are grounded, thereby, in the formal essence of the
idea that we are. Deleuze described this by saying that Spinoza thinks conscious-
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ness according to the model of the body.* In this expressive logic, self-conscious-
ness and self-determination are formed simultaneously and to the extent that the
human being expresses or explicates his essence. The individual essence is indeed
itself an expression of God and thus cannot be wrong. Spontaneity becomes the
measure of theoretical truth and practical correctness. One sees that thinking is
an entirely independent form and experience of activity, which is not an image of
the body.»

Anidea, A, thus generates the idea B, which in turn generates idea C, and so forth,
thus creating the order and connection of ideas, ordo et connexio idearum, as things,
rerum. This causal link first takes place independently of the ideate or represen-
tation. It is only in an—explicatively logical—second step that the ideas of the
ideas as objective essences come about, which objectifies the formal essences and
transcribe their content. One must now accurately distinguish these two levels of
explication, or else it will lose its value for the whole conception. Let us follow
Gueroult, one of the most important interpreters who explains the matter to us
in the following way:

In itself, the connection of ideas does not depend on the reflection of the
ideas, that is to say the ideas of ideas, for the ideas are in themselves pro-
duced according to the order of causes within thought, without the ideas
of ideas intervening at all, i.e., reflection. But the knowledge of this con-
nection, according to the causes, is conditioned through the reflection
of the ideas, through knowledge of them as reasons or causes. One sees,
thereby, that the intra-cogitative parallelism within its second form is for
the mind the condition of the concatenation of its ideas according to the
order of the causes in thought, i.e., it is the condition of the intra-cogita-
tive parallelism in its first form.>

One sees, as such, that the causal linkage of the ideas constitutes the actual dy-
namic of the attribute of thought as a whole as well as of individuals. This causal
chain itself now experiences an objectification in the ideas of ideas, or reflection.
The objective aspect of the idea thus has the character of an idea of the formal
aspect of the idea, or an idea of the idea. In fact, we can only speak of explicit or
conscious consciousness by means of this objectification. The formal aspect of
the idea, the being of the idea as such, is unconscious, i.e., thinking in the form of
the in-itself. The objective aspect of the idea is the only conscious part, i.e., think-
ing in the form of the for-itself. This configuration basically supports the line of
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argument and construction of the second part of the Ethics. One sees this clearly
in P23: “The mind does not know itself, except insofar as it perceives the ideas of
the affections of the Body [nisi quatenus Corporis affectionum ideas percipit].” So it
is not that we perceive through ideas or in ideas. The instrumental character is
not addressed here. Ideas that are the object of ideas themselves become objects
of perception. The ideas of the affects must therefore be initially noticed so that
they become conscious. This concerns that type of reflection—the formation of
the objective essence of the primary formal essence of the ideas—that first gener-
ates representation. This is a process that takes place solely within the attribute
of thought.s In fact, it cannot be any different in Spinoza’s parallelist conception
as we cannot actually perceive bodies at all.

The reflexive figure of the idea of the idea as a precondition for awareness applies
naturally for both inadequate and adequate ideas equally. “The idea of the idea of
any affection of the human Body [Idea idece cujuscunque affectionis Corporis] does
not involve adequate knowledge of the human Mind,” as stated in Proposition 29.
Certainty is produced in the true ideas by the idea of the idea, as we already saw
in the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect and is treated in the Ethics, Part II,
Proposition 43: “He who has a true idea [Qui veram ideam habet] at the same time
knows that he has a true idea [simul scit se veram ideam habere], and cannot doubt
the truth of the thing [nec de rei veritate potest dubitare].” It can be seen that the
reflexive conditions prevail equally for true and false ideas. The ideas that we are
consciously aware of can only be true because they relate—so to speak completely
and bindingly—to their formal being and we can recognize this relationship our-
selves.”

Why is the reference to the being of the idea so important in this conception of
spontaneity? Precisely as it gains a connection to being or secures it. Even if this
being only lies within thinking, it is indeed, qua the nature of the attribute of
thought, authentic being, so to speak. Only through this relation to the being of
the idea as an immediate explication of God in the attribute of thought—Spinoza
speaks of the infinite intellect as the first immediate mode in the attribute of
thought—only by virtue of this relation can one reject the necessity of Cartesian
doubt. Descartes had indeed determined the formal status of the idea, its esse
formale, as the mere product of a subject. Precisely because of this the Cartesian
movement of doubt is set in motion: if our representations are solely our own
productions, the immediate question arises as to why they can be true as such.
Spinoza “secures” the truth of the content of our conceptions not through the
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relation to bodily correlates but by reference to the formal essence of the ideas
themselves, their purely causal and pre-subjective linkage. And yet this raises a
crucial question that, among other things, appears, according to Gueroult, as a
question of seeing. Who sees what here, or who can see something here? As a
matter of fact, the observer position formulated here should recognize the cor-
respondence of the order of causes, i.e., a prereflexive and non-representational
sequence of things and a reflexive, conscious and representational order of ideas.
That both series, which should be in agreement here, are found within the attri-
bute of thought does not mean that insights are compared but instead it means
that the thing-aspect, in which an “abstraction” is made “from every sequence
of the ideate,” is considered “only according to the linkage of causes in thought
which leads to the setting of the causal series of ideas themselves.””

But is there a position that can see both series and relate them to each other? This
question is made specific and complicated by the fact that to a certain extent what
is concerned here is the origin of knowledge and consciousness in general, i.e.,
observation itself. The attribute of thought does not produce actual conscious-
ness in the formal essences of the ideas but only through their reflexive dou-
bling—precisely as an idea of itself. The idea of the first degree—the pure being of
the idea or, as we can also say, the pure operation of thinking—is unconscious or
preconscious but at the same time constitutes the primary activity of thinking. In
principle, the crucial point is thinking about the participation of the human mind
in the general intellect or mind of God. Therefore, this mind must participate,
in a general sense, in being, in a binding manner. God, in the Idea Dei, genitivus
subjectivus and objectivus—that is, in his idea of himself, which he himself forms—
objectifies the attribute of thought and is as such conscious of all being. Insofar as
this idea of the idea agrees with the being of the attribute of thought, as idea of the
first order, then it is true. Within this idea of everything, we individuals partici-
pate as parts of the infinite intellect, which is precisely this idea of the idea. Only
in this manner does it become understandable that Spinoza himself follows his
highest commandment: do not allow any interaction of thought and extension.

Truth, and true knowledge, are alone formed through a relation within thought.
That is why there are two forms of ideas: the first as a form of being in the at-
tribute of thought as simple ideas or idea-things, so to speak, and the second as
reflected consciousness of these primary ideas—as ideas of the ideas. In order
to preserve the existential or in-itself character of the idea of the first order, and
thereby its legitimating function for truth, one must subtract its reflexive and rep-
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resentational character to a certain degree. The first-order idea does not know, it
simply “is”: a thinking, without anything being thought of, i.e., the pure dynamic
concatenation of ideas as dynamic entities. Consciousness arises only in the idea
of the idea: reflexivity generates the representation, the ideate. So here it is not a
matter of objectifying and observing something but of the genesis of both obser-
vation and objectification as such. The fundamental correctness of observation
itself is traced back to a pure order of being from which it ought to now emerge.
We cannot, however, proceed in any other way as we begin with our conscious-
ness and the contents found within. Yet this means that we can only start with
the effect of conscious consciousness. Thereby we always begin with the reflec-
tion in the idea of the idea as the effect of the first-order idea. We hence reason
from a position in which there is an observer, on a state in which there is as yet
no observer and which now also is supposed to be the condition of the position
from which one observes. Obviously, one cannot conclude on the origin of the
consciousness. For either the—conscious—consciousness is not yet there, and
then there is no speaker or observer who could see anything, or the consciousness
is there and then the transition from unconscious to conscious, from thought in-
itself to thought for-itself, has already happened and will no longer allow itself
to be observed as such. One sees the circle of reasoning here. A pure abstraction
from the observer or consciousness would not at all allow, on the other hand, one
to make the assumptions about attributes, explications, etc., which are made here.
Abstraction is, indeed, not Spinoza’s method.

In fact, Spinoza comes here to a situation in which the cause must be deduced
from the effect: a status that he himself rejects. For he proves the parallelism of
Proposition 7 with the axiom according to which the knowledge of the cause in-
cludes the knowledge of the effect, the latter depending on the former, “Effectus
cognitio a cognitione causce dependet, et eandem involvit” (E 1, A4). Spinoza assumes
then that we recognize the effect on the basis of the cause here. According to the
train of thought of the Ethics, we infer the nature of the idea from the nature of
the attribute of thought, and the attribute of thought, in turn, from the concept
of God. Thereby, Spinoza believes that he can theoretically develop the formal
essence such that he can proceed from it to find the objective essence and fun-
damentally come to the effect from the cause. In fact, however, we have knowl-
edge of the idea only from the idea of the idea, i.e., from the self-doubling effect
of the first-order idea. It is also not possible to annul this principal situation of
the knower through or within the concept of God. There also we depart from the
content of the idea. Now that the existence of God should have been proven, we
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see—with Spinoza—how this God explicates in the—for us unconscious—formal
essences of the attribute of thinking, on which, in turn, the truth of our concep-
tions as representations of this formal essences should be based. Because of this,
a larger circle is also relevant. For Spinoza proves the actuality of God in the first
part of the Ethics from our idea of God and in the second part deduces the truth-
fulness of our ideas from their status as divine products. This circle could only be
suspended through the determination of the ideas as godly products.

Yet even if the formal essences of the ideas were, directly or indirectly, the prod-
uct of God, we could not verify them on the basis of the objective essences, the
ideate. Instead, in and for the proof of God, one already stakes a claim for the
specific explicatory structure of God and proves this subsequently through the
concept of God and the logic of essence and properties. One therefore believes
in always being able to deduce the formal essence from the objective. The formal
essence, then, offers the justification for passing from the concept, via the being
of the concept, to being. In closing the circle, one then proves from the concept of
God exactly this explicatory structure, which first makes it possible: the objective
essence of the idea is grasped as the explication of the formal essence. Thereby,
one assumes in advance the evidential mechanism for the proof of God that one
first has to deduce from the concept of God, in order to derive from it in turn the
proof mechanism. The proof of God and the dynamics of essence and properties
as such do not close the gap between the being of the idea and the idea of being
but are themselves put into question. However, this does not necessarily mean
that the Spinozan vision of life and his conception of ethics are thereby over-
turned.
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