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Why Spinoza wasn’t taken up by philosophers in the 1680s, but 
why he was taken up in the 1780s

Spinoza  has  never  had  a  continuous  following  among  philosophers,  but 
when  he  has  been  taken  up,  it  has  been  with  great  enthusiasm.  His 
sympathetic readers often become Spinozeans.  But they do not necessarily 
become Spinozeans of a kind that Spinoza himself would have recognised. 
For Spinoza himself, his philosophy comes both as an all-or-nothing-package, 
and as something that transcends the circumstances of its formulation. Yet 
while later thinkers unsympathetic to Spinoza tend to treat it  as an all-or-
nothing-package, those sympathetic to it tend to be highly selective in what 
they extract from the Spinozean system. I shall be looking at an example of 
this today, in Spinoza’s reception in Germany in the 1780s.

Spinoza’s  metaphysics  has two features that  I  want to focus on.  First,  it 
constitutes a system, one in which everything relies on a small number of 
basic propositions. Second, it is devised to fit a mechanist natural philosophy, 
one in which all  physical activity is reducible to the interactions of micro-
corpuscles of inert matter. Both of these features are fundamental to Spinoza’s 
metaphysics, yet both of them are explicitly rejected by those thinkers who 
take  up  Spinoza  in  the  1780s.  I  shall,  therefore,  start  by  looking  at  the 
questions of commitment to systematic derivation and that of inert matter, 
before turning to the so-called ‘pantheism controversy’ in German thought in 
the 1780s, where elements in Spinoza’s thought are taken up by key thinkers, 
but where they are mapped onto a natural-philosophical model that could not 
have been more different from that of Spinoza.

!1



Spinozean metaphysics and systematic natural philosophy

Spinoza tried to reconcile mechanism, a natural-philosophical model that he 
had inherited from Descartes, and which he treated as the single legitimate 
way of explaining the natural world, with a general understanding of our 
place in the world which had the depth and richness to underpin questions of 
morality,  culture,  and  civil  and  political  values.  We  can  separate  three 
components in his account that contribute to the ambition of his vision. First, 
Spinoza  follows  the  Cartesian  mechanist  programme  whereby  the 
macroscopic  properties  of  bodies  are  entirely  due  to  their  microscopic 
properties, so natural philosophy is ultimately a question of describing the 
interactions between micro-corpuscles in mechanical terms. Second, he holds 
the view that natural philosophy underlies all other kinds of understanding, 
and that there is a translation, as it were, between mechanical processes and 
very general features of the physical world. Third, he places a metaphysical 
gloss  on  mechanism,  giving  the  basic  principles  of  mechanics  an  a  priori 
status.  Effectively,  they are transformed from empirical  laws into truths of 
reason, and this is what enables Spinoza to see the world as a set of necessary 
truths,  modelled  on  those  of  natural  philosophy.  Each  of  these  moves  is 
problematic, increasingly so as we move from the first to the third.

As regards the first, mechanism, we need to begin by distinguishing two 
independent  traditions  of  thinking  about  physical  explanation  up  to  the 
seventeenth century: matter theory and what I’ll term ‘practical mathematics’. 
Before the seventeenth century, natural philosophy—the discipline that was 
designed  to  reveal  to  us  the  ultimate  structure  of  the  physical  world—
consisted of matter theory. Matter theory explains the physical behaviour of 
bodies in terms of their material constitution. During the same period there 
had also been another set of disciplines, which in Aristotelian terms can be 
grouped under the generic title ‘practical mathematics’ and which were not 
conceived to be physical disciplines as such, but which nevertheless did cover 
some aspects  of  the  behaviour  of  physical  bodies.  Among these  practical-
mathematical disciplines were mechanics and astronomy. Mechanists such as 
Descartes attempted to integrate mechanics and matter theory in a particular 
way,  taking  the  distinctive  claim of  micro-corpuscularianism,  namely  that 
macroscopic behaviour of bodies was to be explained by the behaviour of the 
constituent micro-corpuscles, and mechanizing this micro-behaviour. That is, 
they argued that the behaviour of micro-corpuscles could be characterized 
exclusively in terms of mechanical properties: speed, size, and direction of 
motion. Crucial to this project was the elimination of any kind of intrinsic 
activity in matter: it was completely inert. 

The  mechanist  solution  to  the  problem  of  the  physical  standing  of 
mechanics was, then, to argue that mechanics described the material micro-
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constituents  of  macroscopic  bodies.  This  was  of  course  completely 
speculative,  but  it  provided  the  grounds  for  a  very  powerful  research 
programme in natural philosophy, not least because it meant that all physical 
behaviour  is  the  result  of  a  single  level  of  common  causation,  that  of 
mechanically-characterizable  interactions  between  micro-corpuscles. 
Nevertheless, it was not the only solution, and an alternative, was developed 
by Galileo in his Two New Sciences, and built upon by Newton in the Principia. 
This alternative to was to bypass matter theory, and build up an account of 
the physical realm in terms of the forces acting on bodies. Galileo provided 
the basic kinematics, and Newton, using the different kinematic states that 
Galileo  separates  out  as  a  skeleton,  flesh  them out  with  forces.  Newton’s 
separation of mechanics from matter theory hits a huge problem right from 
the  start:  gravitation,  which  acts  as  a  mechanical  force  but  which,  unlike 
collision for example, resists any mechanical understanding. In particular, it 
completely resists the Galilean model of starting from the behaviour of an 
isolated body in a void. Newton ultimately decided that this is a separate 
problem  for  matter  theory,  without  being  able  to  understand  just  how  it 
might be resolved. Nevertheless, this approach has its advantages over the 
mechanist attempt to integrate matter theory and mechanics by fiat as it were, 
and by the time the Ethics appeared in 1677, the Cartesian mechanism that 
Spinoza took up, which does so much work as a model in the Ethics,  was 
decidedly out of date.

The  second  component  in  Spinoza’s  account  is  the  view  that  natural 
philosophy underlies all  other kinds of understanding,  and that there is  a 
translation,  as  it  were,  between  mechanical  processes  and  very  general 
features of the physical world. The best example of this is the way in which 
Spinoza takes Descartes’ laws of the conservation of motion and his principle 
of the relativity of motion and interprets them in broad metaphysical terms, 
so that any changes in the universe now become superficial compared to the 
unchanging principle that regulates it.  More specifically,  Spinoza’s starting 
point is Descartes’ claim that bodies are distinguished from one another only 
insofar  as  they  are  moving  with  respect  to  one  another.  The  quantity  of 
motion in the universe is constant, albeit distributed differently from instant 
to instant, and the laws governing the distribution of motion—laws of inertia 
and  laws  of  collision—are  eternally  true.  Spinoza  construes  the  constant 
quantity of motion in the universe as a mode of the attribute of extension: it is 
an eternal mode, like the attribute itself, and it is an infinite mode since it 
signifies an element of immutability in that aspect of the universe taken as a 
whole. In other words, while there is change at the individual level, at the 
total level there is no change, since the quantity of motion is unchanging. So 
the one substance that exists, considered in terms of its attribute of extension, 
has an eternal and infinite mode, namely: a fixed quantity of motion.
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Actually, Descartes’ law of conservation of quantity of motion, conceived 
as a scalar quantity, is incoherent and generates contradictions, as Huygens 
was the first to show. But even if the law were valid, Spinoza would still be in 
trouble,  because he follows Descartes’  mechanics on more than the law of 
conservation. He claims not only that all motion is relative in Book 2, but also 
endorses Descartes’ laws of collision, including the notorious Rule 4, whereby 
a smaller moving body cannot affect a larger stationary one. But these are 
quite inconsistent with one another, as contemporaries of Spinoza working in 
mechanics realised. If  motion is relative, then an inertial frame in which a 
large  body  moves  and  collides  with  a  smaller  stationary  one  should  be 
interchangeable with an inertial frame in which the same small body moves 
and  collides  with  the  same  larger  stationary  one,  and  if  they  are 
interchangeable then the outcomes should be interchangeable: small bodies 
should be able to move larger bodies just as larger bodies move smaller ones.

Matters are complicated further by the third component, the metaphysical 
gloss, and in particular the attempt to ground natural philosophy in terms of 
a priori truths. Some of the most manifest problems in Cartesian mechanics, 
those that arise in his rules of collision, is simply skirted over by Spinoza, 
with no awareness of the depth or fundamental nature of the problem. He 
tells us that he ‘ought to have explained and demonstrated these things more 
fully.  But I  have already said that I  intended something else,  and brought 
these things forward only because I can easily deduce from them the things I 
have decided to demonstrate.’ This is where Spinoza’s project begins to look 
decidedly odd. The oddness derives not so much from the fact that he treats 
these basic principles as if they were conceptual truths, but rather from the 
view that the conceptual truths in question are so secure that it is as if there 
could be no question of their not being mutually consistent. We grasp their 
truth so clearly and distinctly that we know we could not be mistaken. 

Spinoza puts a load on the notion of a clear and distinct idea that it could 
not possibly bear. Indeed, it is not even clear that it can bear the load it carries 
in  its  paradigm  case,  physical  theory.  In  Spinoza’s  contemporary  and 
neighbour,  Huygens,  the  rigorous  application  of  the  doctrine  to  physical 
theory does not act to expand the range of natural-philosophical knowledge, 
but  to  contract  it  into  kinematics.  The  model  that  underlies  Huygens’ 
understanding  of  clarity  and  distinctness  is  that  of  axiomatic  geometrical 
demonstration, and it is the application of this notion to the study of motion 
that prevents him from introducing forces into mechanics. Spinoza employed 
the same model but in a way which he considers captures what it is about 
mathematical demonstration that confers its certainty and conviction, namely 
clarity and distinctness. But such clarity and distinctness, to the extent that it 
goes beyond merely the demands of rigorous argument, far from embodying 
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the essence of geometrical demonstration, in fact becomes little more than a 
metaphorical extension of the idea of geometrical demonstration.

If conservation of quantity of motion, as Spinoza conceives it, is not viable, 
and  indeed  if  it  is  inconsistent  with  his  other  key  natural-philosophical 
principles, then it cannot play the metaphysical role that he imposes on it. 
The  translation  of  natural-philosophical  principles  into  conceptual  truths/
metaphysical principles is a high-risk strategy, and Spinoza’s is an extreme 
case of premature translation. The worst thing that could happen to a natural-
philosophical  model  for  knowledge  which  claims  to  paradigmatically 
manifest clarity and distinctness is for the natural philosophy on which it is 
based to turn out to be not merely inadequate but self-contradictory. After all, 
the content of the particular natural-philosophical  principles set  out is  not 
incidental to Spinoza’s account: it stands at the very core of his project.

Systems

From the early decades of the eighteenth century to the 1780s, one of the main 
problems for  Spinozean metaphysics  was not  that  it  took as  its  model  an 
inconsistent and outdated physical theory, but that it was committed to the 
idea  of  systematic  understanding.  For  the  scholastics,  understanding  had 
necessarily taken a systematic form because understanding ultimately was 
scientia, that is, a comprehensive grasp in which everything is derived from 
first principles. Descartes’ Principia took this form, and this was of course the 
text that Spinoza took as his starting point, attempting to rewrite the first part 
in more systematic terms, as an axiomatic deduction modelled on Euclidean-
style geometrical demonstration.

But the very idea of explanation in terms of a system was increasingly 
questioned in the course of the seventeenth century, and by the middle of the 
eighteenth  century  it  was  rejected  across  the  spectrum.  We  need  to 
distinguish  here  between  anti-system  arguments  of  the  first  half  of  the 
seventeenth  century,  and  those  from  the  1660s  onwards.  In  their  early 
development, such arguments were at least in some respects little more than a 
rhetorical  strategy.  Both  Galileo  and  Descartes  levelled  arguments  against 
opponents along these lines, albeit for different reasons. Galileo was at least 
in part motivated by the fear that a Tychonic system was rapidly becoming 
the default astronomical system with increasing awareness of the faults of the 
Ptolemaic one, thereby preempting serious consideration of Copernicanism, 
and he responded by stressing the hypothetical  nature of  all  astronomical 
systems  and  the  ill-advisedness  of  attaching  oneself  to  any  single  system 
(although he himself did in fact think that Copernicanism provided the true 
account). Descartes’ motivation was different, for he believed that reflection—
guided  by  clear  and  distinct  ideas—on  the  basic  principles  of  natural 
philosophy  showed  that  his  own  natural  philosophy  was  the  only  true 
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system. The principal factor obscuring this realisation was prior commitment 
to another system—for all intents and purposes that of Aristotle—so clearing 
one’s  mind of  any prior  system was a  pre-requisite  for  starting from first 
principles in order to grasp the truth of the Cartesian one. 

By the 1660s in England, however, there began to emerge a different form 
of challenge to the idea of a system, one which wasn’t  a holding position 
adopted  until  one’s  own  system  was  accepted,  but  rather  one  in  which 
genuine questions were raised about whether systematic understanding was 
always  the  most  suitable  and  fruitful  form  of  understanding  in  natural 
philosophy.  The  anti-system  rhetoric  of  the  Galileo/Descartes  era  was 
replaced  by  something  that  raised  genuine  questions  as  to  whether  there 
could be non-systematic  forms of  understanding,  and indeed whether  the 
search for systematic forms of understanding might not, on occasion, actually 
be an obstacle to understanding. This new questioning begins in earnest in 
the  1660s  with  the  controversy  over  Boyle’s  pneumatics,  and  with  the 
controversy over Newton’s establishment of the heterogeneity of white light. 

I have looked at these developments in detail in The Emergence of a Scientific 
Culture.  Briefly, Boyle and Newton discovered that in order to account for 
certain  phenomena  in  a  satisfactory  way  they  had  to  suspend  their 
commitment  to  corpuscularianism.  For  the  advocate  of  a  systematic 
mechanism, the ultimate explanations took the form of accounts in terms of 
underlying  microscopic  states,  so  that  causation,  and  with  it  explanation, 
were always construed as vertical, as it were: causes and effects were not on 
the same level,  because causes are always more fundamental.  By contrast, 
Boyle and Newton postulated horizontal causal processes, those where cause 
and effect were on the same level, and where this was defended as a genuine 
and independent form of explanation. What is at stake here is explanation of 
phenomena in terms of their systematic relations with other phenomena, not 
in terms of some underlying reality.  Opponents of this way of proceeding 
were  completely  non-plussed  by  the  claims  of  experimental  philosophy, 
construing it as at best a merely provisional stage on the road to explanation 
in terms of underlying principles. Leibniz and Spinoza both thought Boyle 
perverse  in  not  offering  a  ‘systematic’  account  of  his  views,  for  example. 
Likewise,  in  criticizing  Newton’s  account  of  the  production  of  a  colour 
spectrum with a series of prisms, Huygens demanded that a hypothesis be 
offered as to how differences in motion were connected with differences in 
colour. But both Boyle and Newton saw the matter in a very different way. In 
effect, they rejected the idea that causes must be restricted to what underlies 
the phenomena, and in consequence that they must be located at a different 
level from the phenomena. Rather, their treatment implied that there is a way 
of  understanding  at  least  some phenomena  that  consists  in  exploring  the 
causal connections between—as opposed to underlying—them.
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It was Locke who rationalized the idea of phenomenal explanation and his 
influence  in  French  thought,  especially  after  the  1730s  was  immense.  But 
there were other developments that militated against systematic thought. In 
the early decades of the eighteenth century, for example, both the Parisian 
Académie  des  sciences,  and  its  Jesuit  rival,  the  editors  of  the  Journal  de 
Trévoux,  rejected  the  idea  of  pre-conceived  systems.  The  Académie  had 
excluded Cartesians and Jesuits from its membership in 1666 on the grounds 
that they were committed to dogmas, and Linneans were later excluded on 
similar grounds. The Jesuits saw themselves as the promoters of experimental 
philosophy, and Joseph Redlhamer, the Jesuit Professor of Philosophy at the 
University  of  Vienna,  in  his  Philosophiae  naturalis  of  1755,  provides  a 
genealogy for Jesuit natural philosophy which completely ignores the whole 
scholastic tradition, putting the Jesuits in the tradition of Galileo, Torricelli, 
Boyle,  and Newton. Natural  philosophy had been sidelined in the Middle 
Ages  because  philosophers  substituted  abstract  metaphysical  issues,  he 
argues, blaming this on Averroes and not even mentioning Latin scholastics. 
The  Catholic  Church  rejected  systematic  thought  in  favour  of  eclecticism, 
something they shared with the radical Parisian philosophes. The long entry on 
eclecticism in  the  Encyclopédie,  drafted by d’Alembert,  tells  us  that:  ‘The 
eclectic  is  a  philosopher  who,  riding  roughshod  over  prejudice,  tradition, 
antiquity, universal consent, authority, in a word, everything that subjugates 
the mass of minds, dares to think for himself, goes back to the most clear and 
general principles, examines them, discusses them, allowing only that which 
can be demonstrated from his experience and his reason.’

This rejection of systematic philosophy is not a development confined to 
France. In his lectures on logic dating from the early 1770s, for example, Kant 
distinguishes  ‘dogmatic’  from  ‘critical’  philosophy.  The  dogmatic 
philosophers,  those  who  had  systematic  aspirations,  are  identified  as 
Descartes, Malebranche, Leibniz, and Wolff. Among the critical philosophers, 
namely  those  who  reject  systematic  understanding,  Hume  figures 
prominently. Summing up the influence of the two approaches, Kant tells us 
that

the  critical  philosophy  thrives  most,  and  in  this  the  English  have  the 
greatest merit. For the most part the dogmatic method has fallen into disuse 
in all sciences; even morals is not expounded dogmatically any more, but 
more often critically.

In aligning himself  with ‘critical’  philosophy in these lectures,  Kant is  not 
using the term as he will after 1780: the ‘critical’ turn in Kant of the 1780s is a 
turn  towards  a  form  of  philosophy  that  has  more  in  common  with 
‘dogmatism’ than what he refers to as ‘critical’ philosophy here. 

!7



The  distinction  drawn  between  critical  philosophy  and  dogmatic 
philosophy is both fundamental and complex. It reflects a number of deep 
divisions in European intellectual culture in the second half of the eighteenth 
century. In the German case, for example, the division is not merely between 
different styles of pursuing philosophy and science, but above all between 
different personae  for the philosopher.  The contrast  between the systematic 
metaphysics  of  the  Wolffians,  Schulphilosophie,  and  the  advocates  of 
Popularphilosophie,  such as Feder and Platner,  is  not  a  simple one between 
content and presentation, but something that explicitly went to the heart of 
what it meant to be a philosopher. In its starkest terms, the choice is between 
modelling oneself on Wolff—the systematic metaphysician cloistered in the 
university and writing in a dry style exclusively for a university audience—
and Rousseau—the ‘free agent’ who sees little if any value in the education 
provided by universities, and who writes in a personal and engaging style for 
men and women of letters. 

Vitalism

The period in which Spinoza is taken up in Germany was, in short, one in 
which  systematic  thought  was  almost  universally  disparaged.  Given  that 
Spinozean metaphysics is the systematic metaphysics par excellence, this is 
something that we need to account for. The second thing we need to account 
for is the fact that this metaphysical system is locked into mechanism, the 
central  feature  of  which  is  that  matter  is  completely  inert.  By  contrast,  a 
feature of matter theory from the middle decades of the eighteenth century 
onwards  is  the  rejection  of  the  mechanist  idea  of  matter  as  inert,  and its 
replacement  by  a  conception  in  which  matter  is  intrinsically  active,  and 
indeed the carrier of vital powers.

The  mechanist  model  of  natural  philosophy,  whose  most  successful 
version was that offered by Descartes, was premissed on the notion of inert 
matter:  the  underlying  idea  was  that  the  mechanically-characterized 
behaviour of inert microscopic corpuscles of matter was constitutive of all 
physical  phenomena.  On  this  conception,  such  organic  phenomena  as 
nervous  sensibility  were  reduced  to  biomechanics—basically,  inert  matter 
moving under pressure. By the early decades of the eighteenth century, the 
limits  of  this  form of  reductive  explanation  became evident  in  chemistry, 
electricity, and physiology, as well as in the life sciences. In its place, there 
developed a notion of matter as inherently active, with electrical conductivity, 
chemical  reactions,  and  muscular  and  nervous  action  as  paradigmatic 
examples of this activity. The most striking example, however, came from the 
life  sciences,  notably  from  the  discovery,  in  1740,  of  the  reproductive 
behaviour  of  the  freshwater  polyp,  or  hydra.  The  hydra  regenerated  by 
budding,  like  a  plant,  but  even more  remarkably,  when cut  into  multiple 
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parts, each part would regenerate, with all the features of the whole polyp—
mouth, arms, legs, stomach—appearing, no matter from what segments of the 
original the cut part came. Matter, it seemed, contained vital powers. Matter 
as  envisaged  by  mechanists  was  not  matter  per  se,  as  they  believed,  but 
simply dead matter: that is, matter that had lost all its interesting active and 
vital powers, and was reduced to a mere shell. Indeed, advocates of the new 
understanding of matter, such as Maupertuis, replaced the mechanist micro-/
macro- distinction with an inner/outer one. It was not the smaller parts of 
matter  than  explained  the  behaviour  of  the  larger  ones,  but  the  inner 
properties of matter than explained the outer behaviour: size was replaced by 
depth. It was not just vital phenomena that fared better on this conception, 
but  a  whole  range  of  things  that  were  wholly  inexplicable  on  the 
corpuscularian  model:  why  chemical  substances  reacted  in  constant 
proportions,  and  why  no  mechanical  force  could  separate  the  original 
components once they had combined; why in physiological processes such as 
reflex action,  the response far  exceeded the stimulus in  force,  in  apparent 
contravention of the basic laws of mechanics; and so on.

The central problem facing matter theorists, was that if the nature of matter, 
at  the  most  fundamental  level,  did  not  change  depending  on  whether  it 
constituted something that  was mineral,  vegetable,  or  animal,  how do we 
account for the radically different behaviour of these? There were two broad 
directions in which one could go. The first was to insist on a mechanist micro-
corpuscularian reduction, starting from inert matter and showing how this 
could  be  organized  functionally  by  means  of  motions  and  pressures.  But 
biomechanics had promised everything but supplied nothing. Alternatively 
one could follow the opposite route, starting from the matter of living things 
and examining what features it loses as we descend to the inanimate level. 

There are two issues here:  whether there is  a  continuum between living 
things and inanimate things, and what kind of activity one should ascribe to 
matter?

In their long article on ‘animal’ in the Encyclopédie, Diderot and Daubenton 
begin by discussing Buffon’s Lockean definition of the concept of an animal, 
as a general idea formed from particular ideas, where these particular ideas 
are taken from our ideas of dogs,  horses,  etc.,  animals with which we are 
familiar and which are regarded as paradigm exemplars of the concept. But 
the further  we get  from such everyday cases,  they point  out,  the  less  the 
things we identify as animals seem to manifest these paradigm qualities, and 
the more conventional the concept appears. The discovery of the reproductive 
habits of the polyp, we are told, is a reductio of the notion that ‘animal’ can be 
taken as a category fixed in nature, and the most basic distinction of natural 
history—that between minerals, plants, and animals—is misguided and false. 
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There is no sharp line between animals and plants, which are on a continuum. 
On the division between these and the mineral realm, the authors show a 
little  more  ambiguity:  the  division  is  described  as  ‘sharp’,  although  the 
possibility is raised that some minerals are ‘more dead than others.’ In the 
mineral realm, we find two quite distinct kinds of matter, living and dead, 
each dispersed throughout, and circulating throughout, nature. It is the living 
matter that nourishes plants, and these plants then nourish animals, and it 
returns to the natural cycle as animals decompose and decay. 

As regards the question of the ‘activity of matter’, the ability of the sliced 
pieces of the polyp to regenerate into whole polyps was taken to indicate that 
nature was able to generate living beings. The polyp was not a living thing in 
virtue of some immaterial organizing principle, like a human soul.  Rather, 
because the whole organism seemed to be able to regenerate from every bit of 
its matter, no matter how it had been sliced, it was as if the vital properties of 
the polyp, what it was that made it a living being, something with highly 
organized complexity, were suffused throughout the matter. But if this was 
the case, then the question had to be raised whether matter was intrinsically 
active. Indeed, Buffon’s microscopist collaborator, Turberville Needham, had 
reinvestigated  the  origin  of  objects  seen  in  infusions  of  plant  and  animal 
matter, and concluded, from experiments with these infusions contained in 
what  he  described as  tightly  corked glass  jars,  and sterilized by heat,  for 
periods of a week or more, that they could not possibly have derived either 
from any fermentation of the liquid, nor from ‘seeds’ present in the air, given 
that they were so numerous, and given that their motion was not like that of 
independent animals. He concluded that the observed animalcules must have 
been born of  dead matter,  and there must be a ‘vegetative force’  in every 
particle  of  matter.  Spontaneous generation,  which microscopic  observation 
had ruled out at the end of the seventeenth century, was now ruled back in by 
microscopic  observation,  and  it  clearly  had  a  bearing  on  the  question  of 
whether matter was active, and what this activity amounted to. 

For Buffon, it is not simply a question of living organic matter as opposed to 
dead inorganic matter,  for he explicitly invokes the latter to bring out the 
general idea that we need to penetrate beyond its surface to understand the 
properties of matter:

But  although our senses  only judge external  qualities,  we do not  fail  to 
recognise  that  there  are  internal  qualities  in  bodies,  some  of  which  are 
general, such as weight; and this quality or force does not act relative to 
surfaces, but is proportional to mass, that is, to the quantity of matter. There 
are, therefore, qualities in nature, even very active ones, which penetrate 
into the body as far as its innermost parts. We do not have a clear idea of 
these  qualities  because,  as  I  have  said,  they  are  not  external,  and 
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consequently they cannot fall under our senses; but we can compare their 
effects, and we may draw analogies to explain the effects of qualities of the 
same kind.

What, he asks, is our confidence in external qualities such as extension and 
motion  based  on?  Mechanists  had  taken  these  to  be  the  fundamental 
principles of matter, but, he suggests, perhaps they are just a function of our 
ways of seeing: ‘Is it not the case that, if our senses were different than what 
they are,  we would recognise  qualities  in  matter  different  from these?’  In 
other words, mechanics has built up the fundamental qualities of matter on 
the basis of an extrapolation from a set of sensory qualities that are simply 
what we can identify in virtue of the sense organs we happen to be endowed 
with. Buffon does not deny that these are fundamental qualities,  only that 
there is no reason why they should be identified as the only fundamental 
qualities. The claim is that qualities identified as fundamental by mechanics 
in no way exhaust the class of  those that are genuinely fundamental,  and 
mechanics  confines  itself  to  external  qualities,  giving  the  misleading 
impression that matter itself is as inert as these qualities would suggest.

The reception of Spinoza

The  reception  of  Spinoza  in  German  thought  from  the  1780s  onwards  is 
complex. What is usually termed the pantheism controversy began in 1783 as 
a private quarrel between Jacobi and Mendelssohn, the former shocked by 
Lessing’s  espousal  of  Spinozism,  the  latter  defending it.  By 1785 this  had 
become a very public quarrel. 

What was the attraction of Spinoza’s thought to this audience? Certainly his 
criticism of the bible and his support for democracy were attractive for many 
Enlightenment freethinkers and radicals. Spinoza’s political ideals were taken 
up with his metaphysical commitments, particularly his pantheism, and this 
might seem to demonstrate a respect for the integrity of Spinozean thought. 
But once we consider the context in which it was taken up, it becomes clear 
that  something  peculiar  is  going  on.  Virtually  all  the  German Spinozeans 
from the 1780s come from a Lutheran background. As Frederick Beiser has 
pointed out,  ‘the appeal  of  pantheism ultimately lay deep in Lutheranism 
itself. Someone who insisted upon Luther’s idea of an immediate relationship 
to God, and who at the same time had his doubts about the authority of the 
Bible, would find pantheism a very appealing doctrine.’

The first point that I want to make is, then, that we cannot assume that the 
attractions of Spinozism for late eighteenth-century German thinkers match 
those that Spinoza himself would have considered his metaphysics to have.

The  second  point  is  that,  before  the  advent  of  German  idealism  in  the 
mid-1790s, those who take up Spinoza do not generally speaking share his 
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systematic aspirations. The culture in the 1760s and 1770s—and for many into 
the 1780s and 1790s—was one in which the essay form was considered to 
have  replaced  the  treatise.  This  was  reinforced  by  a  longer-standing 
commitment to eclecticism. In a culture of eclecticism, mixing and matching 
those parts of the Spinozean system to which one was sympathetic, without 
regard to the original integrity of the system, is unproblematic. 

But  even  given  this,  there  remains  the  problem  of  mechanism  and  the 
inertness  of  matter.  Spinoza’s  metaphysics  doesn’t  just  defend mechanism 
and use it as a model: it draws from it its picture of our place in the world. By 
the 1770s, mechanism was accepted hardly anyone, and the idea of an active 
matter  was  the  default  position,  especially  among  those  who  took  up 
Spinozean metaphysics. How was this possible? 

Well,  everything  depends  on  the  notion  of  conatus.  The  word  has 
connotations of an active matter, but we should not be mislead by the word. 
Hobbes uses the term, for example, to deal with phenomena such as appetite 
as an impulse to motion, pressure in the medium initiating sensation, and 
weight as something acting on even stationary bodies. Yet when he came to 
spell  out  just  what  it  consisted  in,  in  his  account  of  the  restitution  of  a 
stretched bow or string, he makes it clear that bodies are inert in the sense 
that they have no force or power in themselves, and conatus qua the power to 
produce motion is reduced to the motion itself.

Spinoza is a little more difficult. His adherence to mechanism commits him 
to the inertness of matter as much it does Hobbes. But how conatus  works 
within these constraints is not as clear. For Spinoza, it is necessarily true that 
every finite thing, including the human being, endeavours to preserve itself 
and to increase its power of self-maintenance. The greater the power of self-
maintenance of the particular thing in the face of external causes, the greater 
the reality  (in  the Spinozean sense)  it  has,  and the more clearly  it  can be 
distinguished  as  having  a  definite  nature  and  individuality.  Conatus  is  a 
necessary  feature  of  everything  in  nature,  because  this  tendency  to  self-
maintenance is involved in the definition of what it is to be a distinct and 
identifiable  thing.  Thus,  human  beings  maintain  their  identity  or 
individuality through self-maintenance, something which is not the outcome 
of  choice  or  decision but  occurs  naturally  and necessarily  in  all  things  in 
nature.  Particular  things  which  are  less  complex  in  their  structure  than 
persons are susceptible to fewer modifications and have less individuality as 
distinct  things:  their  cohesion  is  liable  to  disruption  by  a  comparatively 
narrower range of external causes.

My concern here is not with the extent to which conatus and a physically 
inert  universe  are  to  be  reconciled  in  Spinoza.  Rather,  I  want  to  draw 
attention to the fact that one can see how conatus might be attractive to those 
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whose  found pantheism an  attractive  doctrine.  The  new notion  of  matter 
links the inorganic and the organic in a much more satisfactory way than 
mechanism did, for mechanism had either to introduce a new realm of the 
mind to account for the human, or it had to rely on a form of biomechanical 
reduction.  To an audience that  had no qualms about taking from Spinoza 
anything that suited them—his monism, conatus, his immanent view of God
—, planting and nourishing it in a more fertile philosophical soil,  the new 
account of  active matter,  and the continuum between the organic  and the 
inorganic,  worked far  better  than Spinoza’s  inert  matter.  The thought was 
that, finally, Spinozean metaphysics could attain a coherence and consistency 
it had never had in its original version, and its profound truth could be made 
manifest. 

!13


