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Spinoza on freedom
Summary
Spinoza’s concern in his discussion of ‘freedom’ does not relate to questions about holding people responsible for things they have done, but to an ideal for our thought and action.

Freedom in a determined world:  Spinoza denies that there is any contingency in the universe; everything has to happen exactly as it does (I.29). How then can he leave any room for freedom? Spinoza rejects what he sees as the normal notion of freedom of choice (II.48). It makes no sense to say that I ought to have acted differently since what I did I did of necessity. Man is simply part of Nature (III.introduction). He thinks, however, that we can still draw a contrast between cases in which I am active and cases in which I am a passive victim of necessity: I am active when I am self-determined - when what I do is determined by internal factors (III.def ii).  Is this a substantial sense of 'freedom'? Working through a deductive argument, each step I take is determined; but am I unfree in an undesirable sense? Similarly, if I see that there is only one reasonable course of action open to me I might say that 'I had no choice'. Being determined by reason doesn't undermine any valuable notion of freedom. (cf A. McIntyre, 'Determinism' Mind 1957; Susan Wolf, 'Asymmetrical Freedom', Journal of Philosophy 1980)

Internal determination:  Spinoza holds that I am active when I am the adequate cause of what I do. How does this connect with the contrast between being determined by reasons and determined in another way? (Compare Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace 39-40.) Suppose that what I do is the product of an unconscious association: isn't this an 'internal' cause? Spinoza would say not - because of my lack of awareness of the factors at work (III.16). Similarly, where I help someone whom I see to be in need Spinoza will say the causation is ‘internal’. This links with his redefinition of the idea of the human body: in so far as I have an adequate conception of something it is part of me. We might grasp something of his point here by thinking of different ways in which the person may feature in the explanation of her actions and emotions. One kind of understanding of, say, a person's depression will involve: (i) treating her as an integrated whole, (ii) making reference to circumstances of her life that lie beyond her 'body' in the normal sense. I am 'active' when the explanation of what I do or feel speaks only of me; but to say it 'speaks only of me' is to say that it speaks only of things around which my life revolves. Spinoza takes it for granted that all movements of the human body can be explained in physical terms. But what happens at this level - ie under the attribute of extension - is irrelevant to the question of whether an emotion or action is free.

Of human bondage:  In this way, Spinoza equates ‘freedom’ with ‘understanding’. In Part III he discusses 'passive emotions': emotions that are not solely the result of our recognition of their appropriateness.  He argues that most of us are far from free, for what we do and feel is not the product of adequate ideas (III.59.Note). To have an adequate idea of something is to see its place in the total causal order. If we did have such an understanding our feelings would no longer focus on particular individuals as they now do (cf III.48-9). Spinoza seems also to suggest something stronger: in so far as we see the necessity of things we are less subject to emotions, or even might cease altogether to feel them (V.6+Note).  He is unclear what he wants to say here, sometimes speaking of ‘passions’ as a sub-class of emotions (ie the non-active ones) (cf III.def(iii)), and sometimes speaking of all emotions as ‘passive’.

Extracts
Freedom in a determined world

It is of the nature of Reason to regard things as necessary, not as contingent.

   Cor. 1: From this it follows that it depends only on the imagination that we regard things as contingent, both in respect to the past and in respect to the future. [II.44]

Most of those who have written about the Affects, and men's way of living, seem to treat, not of natural things, which follow the common laws of nature, but of things which are outside nature. Indeed they seem to conceive man in nature as a dominion within a dominion. For they believe that man disturbs, rather than follows, the order of nature, that he has absolute power over his actions, and that he is determined only by himself. 

    …….. For now I wish to return to those who prefer to curse or laugh at the Affects and actions of men, rather than understand them. To them it will doubtless seem strange that I should undertake to treat men's vices and absurdities in the Geometric style, and that I should wish to demonstrate by certain reasoning things which are contrary to reason, and which they proclaim to be empty, absurd, and horrible.


But my reason is this: nothing happens in nature which can be attributed to any defect in it, for nature is always the same, and its virtue and power of acting are everywhere one and the same, i.e., the laws and rules of nature, according to which all things happen, and change from one form to another, are always and everywhere the same. So the way of understanding the nature of anything, of whatever kind, must also be the same, viz. through the universal laws and rules of nature.


The Affects, therefore, of hate, anger, envy, etc., considered in themselves, follow from the same necessity and force of nature as the other singular things. And therefore they acknowledge certain causes, through which they are understood, and have certain properties, as worthy of our knowledge as the properties of any other thing, by the mere contemplation of which we are pleased. Therefore, I shall treat the nature and powers of the Affects, and the power of the Mind over them, by the same Method by which, in the preceding parts, I treated God and the Mind, and I shall consider human actions and appetites just as if it were a Question of lines, planes, and bodies. [III. Preface]

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. [II.48]

[M]en believe themselves free because they are conscious of their own actions, and ignorant of the causes by which they are determined. [III.2.Note]

I say that we act when something happens, in us or outside us, of which we are the adequate cause, i.e. (by D1), when something in us or outside us follows from our nature, which can be clearly and distinctly understood through it alone. On the other hand, I say that we are acted on when something happens in us, or something follows from our nature, of which we are only a partial cause. [III.Def 2]

Internal determination
To transfer the source of our actions outside ourselves. To be impelled. The purest of motives ..... appear as something exterior. [Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace, 40]

Our Mind does certain things [acts] and undergoes other things, viz. insofar as it has adequate ideas, it necessarily does certain things, and insofar as it has inadequate ideas, it necessarily undergoes other things. 

    Cor.: From this it follows that the Mind is more liable to passions the more it has inadequate ideas, and conversely, is more active the more it has adequate ideas. [III.1]

From the mere fact that we imagine a thing to have some likeness to an object that usually affects the Mind with Joy or Sadness, we love it or hate it, even though that in which the thing is like the object is not the efficient cause of these affects. [III.16]

Of human bondage

From what has been said it is clear that we are driven about in many ways by external causes, and that, like waves on the sea, driven by contrary winds, we toss about, not knowing our outcome and fate. [III.59.Note]

Love or Hate--say, of Peter--is destroyed if the Sadness the Hate involves, or the Joy the Love involves, is attached to the idea of another cause, and each is diminished to the extent that we imagine that Peter was not its only cause.

    Given an equal cause of Love, Love toward a thing will be greater if we imagine the thing to be free than if we imagine it to be necessary. And similarly for Hate. [III.48-9]

Insofar as the Mind understands all things as necessary, it has a greater power over the affects, or is less acted on by them.

Note: The more this knowledge that things are necessary is concerned with singular things, which we imagine more distinctly and vividly, the greater is this power of the Mind over the affects, as  experience itself also testifies. For we see that Sadness over some good which has perished is lessened as soon as the man who has lost it realizes that this good could not, in any way, have been kept. [V.6+Note]

By affect I understand affections of the Body by which the Body's power of acting is increased or diminished, aided or restrained, and at the same time, the ideas of these affections.


Therefore, if we can be the adequate cause of any of these affections, I understand by the Affect an action; otherwise, a passion. [III.Def 3]

