
Spinoza and the 
Radical Enlightenment

Week 6.     23rd October 2017

How should we live?



What is a human being?

• ‘the object of the idea constituting the 
human mind is the body’

• ‘the object of our mind is the existing body 
and nothing else’

• ‘man consists of a mind and a body’ (2p13)

• ‘no one knows what a body can do’ (3p2)





• Emotion, from the Latin emovere, to ‘move 
out’, an agitation or internal movement 
outward

• Affect, a disposition, mood, state of mind or 
body produced by some external influence

• … Feeling, internal experiences or ‘revelations 
of the state of life within the entire organism’ 
(Damasio, Looking for Spinoza)





What makes a human being?

• A mind and a body

• A conatus…

• i.e. a striving to persevere in being

• Maintaining an internal proportion or ratio 
conducive to life within ourselves

• A continual series of interactions and 
encounters with the world…

• Which we experience in our bodies as 
affections, and which produce in our mind ideas 
or affects



Spinoza the protobiologist

‘Spinoza saw drives, motivations, emotions, and 
feelings—an ensemble Spinoza called affects—
as a central aspect of humanity. Joy and sorrow 
were two prominent concepts in his attempt to 
comprehend human beings and suggest ways in 
which their lives could be lived better.’ 

– Damasio, Looking for Spinoza



Spinoza the protobiologist



‘By controlling our interaction with objects that 
cause emotions we are in effect exerting some 
control over the life process and leading the 
organism into greater or lesser harmony, as 
Spinoza would wish. We are in effect overriding 
the tyrannical automaticity and mindlessness of 
the emotional machinery.’ 

– Damasio, Looking for Spinoza



Recap

• Joy

• Love

• Fear

the passion by which the mind passes to 
a higher state of power (or ‘perfection’), 
or increase in vitality (3p11s)

Joy accompanied by the idea of an 
external cause (3p13s)

An inconstant sadness, arising from the 
image of a thing future or past, of whose 
outcome we are in doubt (3p18s)



The ethical challenge

• Turn to the Preface of Part 4

• Read through and discuss: What is the 
challenge facing Spinoza’s ethical 
philosophy?



The ethical challenge

• ‘Man’s lack of power to moderate and 
restrain the affects I call servitude. For the 
man who is subject to affects is under the 
control, not of himself, but of fortune, in 
whose power he so greatly is that often, 
though he sees the better for himself, he is 
still forced to follow the worse.’ (4 pref)



The ethical challenge: 4 Preface

• Perfection, good and bad, etc. are just 
‘modes of thinking’, produced by subjective 
comparison

• But Spinoza wants us to imagine what has 
more ‘perfection or reality’, i.e. power

• … An ideal model of human nature to help us 
determine what will make us more powerful

• Virtue, or power, is ‘the very essence, or 
nature, of man’ (def. 8)



An ethics of capability

• ‘we call good, or evil, what is useful to, or 

harmful to, preserving our being

• … i.e. what increases or diminishes, aids or 

restrains, our power of acting.’ (4 p8, df. 1-2)



How do we feel feelings?
• To understand and resolve our fundamental lack of 

freedom, we must first understand human beings as 

passive and finite beings in the natural world…

• Governed by the same laws of self-preservation as all 

other things

• Over propositions 1-18. Spinoza demonstrates that 

human beings are necessarily passive and limited by 

external causes in nature

• Which means we are often passive and subject to the 

affects we experience

• But what else makes an emotion stronger or weaker?



How do we feel feelings?

• Affects and images that are present or close to us feel 

stronger than those at a distant

• Things that are thought of as inevitable, ‘natural’ or 

necessary are more strongly felt than those 

contingent or possible

• The power of an emotion e.g. hate, isn’t usually 

countered by reason alone, but by another stronger 

emotion (p14), e.g. fear





How do we feel feelings?
‘With this I believe I have shown the cause why men are 
moved more by opinion than by true reason, and why the 
true knowledge of good and evil arouses disturbances of the 
mind, and often yields to every kind of passion. 

Hence that verse of the poet [Ovid], “I see the better course 
and approve it, but I pursue the worse course.” Ecclesiastes 
seems to have had the same point in mind when he said: 
“He who increases knowledge increases sorrow.” 

I do not say these things in order to infer that ignorance is 
preferable to knowledge [but that] … it is necessary to know 
both the power of our nature and its lack of power, so that 
we can determine what reason can and cannot do in 
moderating the affects.’



Is ignorance bliss?



The Power of Reason

• So far Spinoza has described the affects in 
terms of our lack of power over them

• But from Proposition 18 onwards he turns to 
how we can gain power and agency

• Please turn to P18 Scholium and in pairs, 
discuss this question:

• What are the ‘dictates of reason’?



The Power of Reason

• Joy is a stronger emotional resource, as it involves an 

image of what increases our power of acting

• We naturally seek to live and maintain our own well-

being, and this goal is realised through cooperation 

and mutual assistance

• The more people acting towards a common goal, the 

more easily and effectively they can realise it

• Reason therefore strives to understand more, and so 

increase our power of acting



Suicide and asceticism

‘A man kills himself when he is 
compelled by another who 
twists the hand in which he 
happens to hold a sword and 
makes him turn the blade 
against his heart; or when, in 
obedience to a tyrant's 
command, he, like Seneca, is 
compelled to open his veins, 
that is, he chooses a lesser evil 
to avoid a greater.’ (4p20s)



The guidance of reason
• ‘the mind … has certainty of things only insofar as it 

has adequate ideas, or … insofar as it reasons’ (4p27s)

• ‘Knowledge of God is the Mind’s greatest good; its 
greatest virtue is to know God’ (4p28)

• ‘nothing can be good except insofar as it agrees with 
our nature. So the more a thing agrees with our nature, 
the more useful it is to us, and vice versa.’ (4p31c)

• ‘Insofar as men are subject to passive emotions, to that 
extent they cannot be said to agree in nature.’ (4p32)

• ‘Insofar as men live under the guidance of reason, to 
that extent only do they always necessarily agree in 
nature.’ (4p35)





The guidance of reason

• Hobbes viewed nature as a ‘war of all against 
all’

• What, could we begin to say, are the 
fundamental causes of social conflict?



The guidance of reason

‘It is when every man is most devoted to seeking 
his own advantage that men are of most 
advantage to one another. For the more every 
man seeks his own advantage and endeavours to 
preserve himself, the more he is endowed with 
virtue (4p20), or (and this is the same thing (4 Def. 
8)) the greater the power with which he is 
endowed for acting according to the laws of his 
own nature; that is (3p3), for living by the 
guidance of reason.’ (4p35)



‘By controlling our interaction with objects that 
cause emotions we are in effect exerting some 
control over the life process and leading the 
organism into greater or lesser harmony, as 
Spinoza would wish. We are in effect overriding 
the tyrannical automaticity and mindlessness of 
the emotional machinery.’ 

– Damasio, Looking for Spinoza



The guidance of reason

• Please turn to Proposition 37 scholium now

• In small groups, discuss:

• Why does reason lead us to assist each 
other?

• How convincing do you find Spinoza’s 
account?



‘The free man thinks of nothing less than death, and 
his wisdom is a meditation on life, not on death’ 
(4p67)



The free man

• Our freedom is in living according to reason, 

wherein we have a true and adequate knowledge 

of nature as a whole

• As we acquire more knowledge of nature, we 

necessarily cease to blindly desire, hate or love 

particular things, or be governed by our passions

• We instead recognise our place in nature and 

society, and desire common, universal goods

• Motivated not by hope or fear, but the guide of the 

understanding, sub specie aeternitatis



Next week…

• We will finish the Ethics, and explore the lasting good 
of his philosophy – blessedness

• How can we enjoy a happier life, and what be done to 
reduce the power of sad feelings?

• What does the intellectual love of God mean?

• Does Spinoza’s geometrically ordered ethics lead to a 
satisfactory conclusion?

• We will focus on Part Five, propositions 10-20, 41-42.

• If you can, please aim to read the rest of Part 4


