
Evaluate Spinoza’s treatment of freedom or ‘activity’.

Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) was a Dutch philosopher who remains to be an influential figure in the history of Western thought. He contributed significantly to the fields of metaphysics, epistemology and ethics, and is known as one of the founders of rationalism. Spinoza’s examination of ‘Deus sive Natura’ leads to a compelling and thought provoking account of freedom, the universe and by extension the human condition.

Spinoza’s unique perspective on these matters caused him both great admiration and great condemnation, the latter more so in his lifetime. On the 27th July 1656[footnoteRef:0] Spinoza was exiled from the Jewish community to which he belonged, for his views against the Jewish faith, additionally, he famously escaped an assassination attempt outside of the Synagogue. Alternatively, however, in 1929 Albert Einstein famously said to Rabbi Herbert Goldstein “I believe in Spinoza’s God, who reveals himself in the harmony of all that exists, not in a God who concerns himself with the fate and the doings of mankind.”(Einstein, 1929). To Spinoza, one would imagine, the praise of a scientist of Einstein’s calibre would have been a far greater appraisal than any threat or mistreatment from an organised religion, or religious group. I digress, the following is an evaluative essay on Spinoza’s treatment of freedom or ‘activity. Firstly talking about determinism and free will to give context and then following on with a discussion of freedom.  [0:  Exactly 367 years ago, to the day, at time of writing. ] 


Determinism is a view held by Spinoza, as well as many philosophers, described by Encyclopedia Britannica as “the thesis that all events in the universe, including human decisions and actions, are casually inevitable.” (Britannica, 2023). Determinist beliefs derive from numerous sources, both secular and non-secular. Determinism has several denominations most notable is causal determinism, this is the brand of determinism that Spinoza subscribed to. “As a causal determinist, Spinoza certainly argues that events are determined by previous event or causes (which are further determined by previous past events or causes, and so on) following the laws of nature.” (Kluz, n.d.). Spinoza’s theory “combines a commitment to a number of Cartesian metaphysical and epistemological principles with elements from ancient Stoicism, Hobbes, and medieval Jewish rationalism into a nonetheless highly original system.” (Nadler, 2022). This “highly original system” is what this essay shall now attempt to explain, explore and critique through the following prose. 

Definition of Spinoza’s theory of substance and the universe: 

Spinoza’s account of freedom stems from his view on the universe as a whole, defined in his magnum opus, “The Ethics”, this is his unified theory and the following is an explanation and extrapolation of how this thesis affects freedom, for both human and non-human things. 

I shall begin to explain this in the way the order that Spinoza intended himself, by first looking at God. 

Spinoza’s view on God is a scientific one rather than a religious one. Spinoza looked at the world and, similar to Plato’s theory forms, believed that there is something in the universe that holds a perfect and unified form. Spinoza calls this ‘Substance’. ‘Substance’ is something that acts outside of cause. Spinoza believed that everything was built upon the same foundations, that people and chairs and stars and books are all made of the same building blocks. In the 21st century this sounds like an obvious notion but this theory, a “theory about indivisible fragments [“atomos”] making up all matter” (StudySmarter, n.d.) was first held by Democritus and Leucippus in 430 BCE and then largely disregarded until the 19th - 20th centuries, with few minds developing the theory in between. One of these is Spinoza. Spinoza’s view actually transcends atoms however, as what Spinoza means by ‘Substance’, as stated above, is something that is outside of causality, therefore, an atom with its electrons, protons and neutrons cannot be outside of causality as it is dependant on other things. Therefore, with our current knowledge ‘Substance’ is most closely related to Quarks[footnoteRef:1]. But how does this relate to God? [1:  “Any member of a group of elementary subatomic particles that interact by means of the strong force and are believed to be among the fundamental constituents of matter.” (Britannica, 2023)] 


The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy details “important steps that will allow Spinoza to claim that Extension can be an attribute of God are the following.”:

· “He defines God as a substance consisting of infinite attributes (1D6).”
· “Substance cannot share attributes (1D5).”
· “Every substance is infinite (1D8)”
· “That a single substance can have several attributes (1P10schol)” 
· “And that an infinite substance exists (1P11)”

(Shien, 2023)


How does any of this relate to freedom though?

Typically there are two ways that determinists like Spinoza see free will, either as compatible or incompatible. “Incompatibilism claims that free will and/or moral responsibility are incompatible with determinism because the latter prohibits free choice and thus accountability.” (Kluz, n.d.) Conterarily, Spinoza connot be so neatly sorted into either of these two deterministic epistemologies “because he distinguishes between free will (libera voluntas) and freedom (libertas)” (ibid, n.d.). 

Kluz quotes Spinoza IIP48 that explains his free will point excellently:

“”In the mind there is no absolute, or free, will, but the mind is determined to will this or that by a cause which is also determined by another, and this again by another, and so to infinity” (IIP48)”


This quote from Spinoza himself explains effortlessly the central argument to wit he renounces free will. Let us now use an example to understand Spinoza’s thought process.
Example: 

Lets look at possibly the most common of coincidences that we have, a situation in which the prase “what a coincidence” or something akin to this, is almost certainly uttered. That is, to see somebody you know when you weren’t planning to. This ‘coincidence’, so to speak, may not be paramount in academic pretentiousness, but it is a useful tool to develop ones understanding of the key point Spinoza’s trying to make. 

So, say Person A (A) is friends with Person B (B) and they have no immediate plans to see each other. When one day both of them both happen to be in London’s West End to see a play. They see each other in the theatre and both of them are as excited and dumfounded that each other are there. 

Written down it is clear to see how simple man can be, the emotional reaction may be simple but, in Spinoza’s view, the occurrence of the ‘coincidence’ is down to an oversight of a number of complex causes. 
 
We could now say that A and B, both lived in London and loved the theatre. Both of their favourite playwrites were Dennis Kelly and he had a play on that day. It is clear now that the possibility of them both being there is becoming more likely. However this is still a dramatic over simplification of causes, but if we were to continue to find the causes of why they both loved theatre and why both their favourites playwright was Dennis Kelly and why they chose that specific date and time, etc, etc, we will find that it was inevitable that they would see each other at the play.  

Spinoza, as stated earlier said that “the mind [and the acts therefore of it] is determined to will this or that by a cause which is also determined by another, and this again by another, and so to infinity” (IIP48)”. 

This paints a picture of free will and determinism I find less common than most, most determinist ideologies paint a picture of ‘pre-determinism’ where by something, or somebody, like a god is will your actions for you, however, Spinoza’s view is only determined in the moment based on what has come before, there is no consciousness to it and, personally, I believe this to be true, and find it far more unsettling than the idea that I am being controlled. But more that the universe is simply playing out within its natural laws, and that we are governed to act and think within them, given our biochemical make up. 

Again, as mentioned earlier, Spinoza differs in his belief of freedom and free will, so let us now evaluate what this difference is and why he believes it so.

Although Spinoza doesn’t believe there is such a thing as free will (libera voluntas) he does believe in human freedom (libertas humana), in a limited sense. As Kluz puts it “Spinoza does not understand freedom as a capacity for choice, that is, as liberum arbitrium (free choice), but rather as consisting in acting as oppeded to being acted upon. In my understanding this would seem to mean that if you can control the surroundings of which you are caused to act, then you are able to manipulate the causal relationship you have with the world. There will still of course be seemingly random occurring things, but given the right environment that you create for yourself, you can give yourself control in how you react to such things. This control, would be how I view freedom in a deterministic world. 
Spinoza on the other hand, states that freedom is possible when:

 “we act when something happens, in us or outside of us, of which we are the adequate cause, that is, (by D1), when something in us or outside of us follows from our nature, which can be clearly and distinctly understood through it alone” (IIID2)

This is where Spinoza believes freedom is akin to activity, as Kluz says that “if we can see that if human freedom is constituted by activity, then freedom will be constituted by having clear and distinct ideas or adequate knowledge” (Ibid, n.d.).

I disagree with this is a sense, I do understand what Spinoza is saying however I believe he is simply playing into his own hubris, as he was heavily active and outspoken with his ideas. It is as if he is saying that he is one of few that actually is free. Almost like he is mocking those that follow organised religion because they are not the adequate cause for their actions and/or thoughts.

Inactivity as freedom

If everything has a cause and that everything that is caused by something is then active as a result. Would it not be more free to be inactive, to not continue the cycle of cause and activity, activity and cause. Instead, one simply doesn’t act in the way that nature would have you generally act. This to me is more freedom. Spinoza says that freedom is being powerful and active within the system that prevents free choice and free will. Surely this could never be free and instead the only rational way to be free is to be inactive and remove yourself from that nature.   



More notes on Spinoza’s account of freedom.

When you have an understanding of the causes that make up your ‘personality’, for lack of a better term, are you then able to act with freedom? If you were to deliberately act against it this would not be spontaneous as you have found that you are not free and are looking for freedom or to defy the logic. If you were to act with it then perhaps you are more free, you can choose whether you want to fight your nature but instead you act within it and this may be more what freedom means. As you will be free from emotional consequences because you know you are acting within your nature.

If we lived in such a deterministic world would it, given an immense understanding of Nature or God, would we be able to predict things in the future, would we, given now that we are building extremely advanced computers be able to predict the somebodies life? As to me, Baruch Spinoza’s view of determinism works like starting at the end of a maze and working your way back. His theories seem to come out of rational reflection, he is after all a rationalist, perhaps with new technology, for example, quantum computers, in the future we may be able to bring his rationalist ideologies into the empirical world. 

Quantum computers are a way to harness processing power from a substance closer to “substance” (God/Nature). Therefore, may be more capable as there are less causes that act on it. Compared to the intellect of man that is purely causal, as Spinoza states, and therefore may not be able to ever comprehend enough, Nature, and therefore never be able to make such predictions. 

Freedom through Knowledge:

“What about freedom? Freedom, as the philosopher defined it, is the capacity to know that everything is determined. Since “knowing” this needs no powers of observation (in fact it’s impossible prove things are determined by empirical observation), the key to freedom is reason” (Gambardella, 2019)

Criticism and Interpretation:

The fact that nothing occurs by chance I would argue, things that are extremely unlikely to happen, that do then happen is by chance. We can of course link back a cause for why it did happen, and therefore make the chance of it happening 100% likely because it did in fact happen, but when evaluating the future and planning for the future it is easy to overlook the unlikely. This can lead to this emotional response or feeling of false freedom and spontaneity. 

My own beliefs share a likeness to spinoza’s however I do believe there to be unintended consequences, and or things that transcend the subjects control that then changes the outcomes and choices of the ‘free agent’. There will always be a reason for something to happen, in that sense there are no such things as coincidence. However, coincidence, for me, is the occurrence of the extremely unlikely, unexpected or unintended. Just because we are prisoners of cause does not mean that we act in those ways, even if we may never escape its bondage. 
To conclude, Spinoza has an incredibly intricate, rational and mathematical approach to metaphysical reason that I have barely scratched the surface of in this essay. To actually give a concrete conclusion to this essay would be wrong of me as I simply do not have a deep enough understanding of all of his works. Therefore, the only conclusion I can give is that with more time I would love to examine his work further. However, as for now I can say that I do find his causal determinism compelling, and is extremely similar to my own views on the subject, and as for activity and freedom, I do not believe that activity is the only way for the possibility of human freedom. But, as I say, to state this concretely and without doubt I must spend more time reading his works. 
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