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                Herder, God: Some Conversations (excerpt) (1787)1
    PHILOLAUS: So that was the gold piece that you promised me would
   be in the knot which Spinoza tied for us with his inner necessity of
   the nature of God. But, Theophron, the knot is not yet unravelled. How
   drastically he speaks against all God’s purposes in creation! How
   definitely he denies reason and will to God, and derives everything
   that exists simply and solely from His infinite power which he not
   only sets above reason and purposes, but also completely separates
   from them.** You know, my friend, how those doctrines brought our
   philosopher the bitterest opponents.*** Even [119] Leibniz, who
   esteemed Spinoza highly, declared himself most definitely against them
   in his Theodicy.* If you can reconcile [474] these offensive doctrines
   with sound reason, or with Spinoza’s very fine system, I could wish
   myself to be the Nemesis who hands you the branch.
   ** “The actual intellect whether it be finite or infinite together
   with the will, love, desire, etc., must be referred to natura naturata
   and not to the natura naturans.” (Prop: 31 Bk. 1.)2 “There is no
   predetermined purpose in nature. All final causes are inventions of
   man.” (Prop. 36 App. and ff.) [n. 2nd ed. Hale White trans.]
   *** See Letters 24, 25, etc. [n. 2nd ed.]
   * See in Register of his Opera, the name “Spinoza.” [n. 2nd ed.]
   THEOPHRON: I wish it from the hand of truth alone. For I can clearly
   prove on the one hand, that Spinoza did not fully understand himself
   in these doctrines because they are consequences of the pernicious
   Cartesian explanations which he took, and in those times was compelled
   to take into his system. On the other hand, I can show that
   misunderstandings of him have been much greater than were warranted
   even by his own obscurities of expression. Once we clear away these
   Cartesian errors and explain the doctrines of Spinoza solely in the
   light of the fundamental idea on which he built his own system, then
   they become luminous, the mists clear away, and Spinoza, it seems to
   me, gains a move even on Leibniz who followed him cautiously but
   perhaps too cautiously, on this point.
   PHILOLAUS: I am very curious.
   THEOPHRON: First, I completely deny that Spinoza turned God into an
   unthinking being. There could scarcely be an error more contrary to
   his system than this. For him, the nature of God is reality through
   and through, and Spinoza was too much of a thinker himself not to feel
   and esteem profoundly the reality of perfection in thought, the
   highest that we know. Thus his highest Being which possesses all
   perfection in the most perfect manner, cannot lack thought, the most
   excellent of these perfections; for how else could [475] there be
   thoughts and perceptions in finite thinking creatures which are all,
   according to Spinoza’s system, only representations and real
   consequences of that most real Being,  who, as he explains, alone
   deserves the name self-dependent? As he plainly says,* among infinite
   attributes in God there is also the perfection of infinite thought
   which Spinoza only distinguishes from the reason and imagination of
   finite beings in order to designate the former as unique in its kind,
   and entirely incomparable with the latter. You must have noticed [476]
   his comparison, that the thought of God could no more resemble human
   thought than the star in the heavens called the Dog Star, could
   resemble a dog on earth.
   *As he often and clearly says:
   “The more reality or being a thing possesses, the more attributes
   belong to it.” (Prop. 9 Bk. I)
   “God, or substance [Herder: the self-dependent Being] consisting of
   infinite attributes, each one of which expresses [H: His] eternal and
   infinite essence, necessarily exists.” (Prop. 11)
   “From the necessity of the divine nature infinite numbers of things in
   infinite ways, i.e. all things which can be conceived by the [H: an]
   infinite intellect (quae sub intellectum infinitum cadere possunt)
   must follow.” (Prop. 16)
   “God’s intellect is the (sole) cause of things, both of their essence
   and of their existence .... it must necessarily differ from them with
   regard to both its essence and existence.” (Prop. 18 Schol.) [In Hale
   White it is Prop. 17 Schol.]
   “The existence of God and His essence are one and the same thing.”
   (Prop. 20)
   “... things could have been produced by God in no other manner or
   order, this being a truth which follows from His absolute perfection
   [H: hence in the greatest perfection because this follows necessarily
   from the most perfect nature]. There is no sound reasoning which can
   persuade us to believe that God was unwilling to create all things
   which are in His intellect with the same perfection as that in which
   they exist in His intellect.” (Prop. 33, Schol 2).
   “Thought is an attribute of God.... one of the infinite attributes of
   God which expresses His eternal and infinite essence.” (Prop. 1 Bk.
   II)
   “In God there necessarily exists the idea of His essence, and of all
   things which necessarily follow from His essence. The common people
   understand by God’s power His free will .... but we have shown that
   God does everything with that necessity with which he understands
   Himself (seipsum intelligit), i.e. as it follows from the necessity of
   the divine nature that God understands Himself ... so by the same
   necessity it follows that God does an infinitude of things in infinite
   ways.” (Prop. 3 Schol.)
   “The idea of God from which infinite number of things follow in
   infinite ways, can be one only: [H: for] .... the infinite intellect
   comprehends nothing but the attributes of God and His affections.”
   (Prop. 4).
   “The order and connection of [H: His] ideas is the same as the order
   and connection of things.” (Prop. 7).
   “Everything which can be perceived by the infinite intellect as
   constituting the essence of substance pertains entirely to the one
   sole substance alone.” And so on. (Prop. 7 Schol.) [n. 2nd ed.].
   PHILOLAUS: The comparison was more impressive than instructive to me.
   THEOPHRON: Nor should it instruct you! And we shall  soon see
   that it really lacks the resemblance necessary to a comparison.
   However, it shows this much, that Spinoza here again preferred the
   sharper attack and expressed himself too drastically rather than
   suffer that he, who strove zealously for the worthiest and highest
   conception of God, should allow it to be degraded by any weak
   comparison with individual things in creation. But that all pure,
   true, complete knowledge in our soul is nothing but an expression of
   the divine knowledge, no one, I dare say, has maintained more strongly
   than Spinoza, who placed the divine essence in man solely in this
   pure, living knowledge of God, of His attributes and effects.
   PHILOLAUS: Precisely so, my friend! And, therefore, is not his
   infinite thinking Being simply a collective name for all the powers of
   understanding and thought which are real and active solely in
   individual creatures?3
   THEOPHRON: So God is a collective name, the most real Being a
   nonentity, a shadow of the images of individual people, or rather a
   mere word, the echo of a name? That [477] which is most vital then, is
   dead? That which is universally efficient is the latest feeblest
   activity of human powers? Philolaus, if you ascribe this to Spinoza
   from your own convictions, and can thus make his system into its
   complete opposite, then I am sorry that I gave you his book and ever
   exchanged a single word with you about him. Forgive my frankness, for
   I cannot imagine how this could apply to you, since it is not possible
   that, page after page, and from beginning to end, you could have so
   misunderstood this philosopher who even in his errors is at least
   consistent. You probably voiced the opinions of one of his opponents
   of the past century, although you should not even have done that.
   PHILOLAUS: Don’t fly into a passion! In a discussion one sometimes
   introduces an alien opinion if it helps the matter on, and makes it
   clear by means of contrasts. As for myself,  since reading his
   Ethics I was not at all doubtful of Spinoza’s meaning in this matter.
   How he inveighs against those who want to make God into an abstract,
   lifeless deduction from the world, when, according to him, this unique
   nature is the cause of all being, hence also of our reason, of every
   truth and every relation between truths! How highly he esteems a
   complete and perfect idea!* For him it is knowledge of the eternal,
   divine Being, knowledge which also is divine [478] in that it
   conceives things not as contingent but as necessary under the aspect
   of eternity, and just because of this inner necessity is as sure of
   itself as only God can be.
   * The proof of this is Spinoza’s entire Ethics. [n. 2nd ed.]
   No mortal has exalted more highly than Spinoza the essence of the
   human soul, which in virtue of its nature recognizes truth, and loves
   it as truth. And he is supposed to have portrayed his God, the source,
   object and essence of all knowledge, to be as blind as a Polyphemus? I
   become almost ashamed before the spirit of this man for bringing
   against him this charge which is as remote as the Antipodes.
   THEOPHRON: Well then! An infinite, original power of thought, the
   source of all thoughts, is, according to Spinoza, of the essence of
   God. And in this system we cannot doubt His infinitely efficient
   power.
   PHILOLAUS: No, because in Spinoza, reason and will are one and the
   same thing. That is, in our more moderate language, a reason which
   conceives the best, must also will the best, and if it has the power,
   it must effect the best. But there is no doubt as to the infinite
   power of his God, since he subordinates everything to this power, and
   derives everything from it.
   THEOPHRON: Then what did he lack, that he did not unite the infinite
   powers of thought and action, and in their union, [479] did not
   express more clearly what he must necessarily  have found in
   them, namely that the highest Power must necessarily also be the
   wisest, that is to say an infinite goodness ordered according to
   inherent, eternal laws? For an unorganized lawless, blind power is
   never the highest. It can never be the prototype and summation of all
   the order, wisdom and regularity which we, although finite beings,
   perceive in creation as eternal laws, if it does not itself know these
   laws, and exercise them according to its eternal intrinsic nature. A
   blind power must necessarily have been surpassed by an ordered one,
   and thus could not be God. Why did Spinoza remain in such darkness at
   this point, and not recognize the integral strength of his own system?
   PHILOLAUS: I understand now, Theophron, and I thank you for helping me
   on the way. It is still that false Cartesian explanation, which again
   shut off his own light from him. Thought and extension for him stand
   opposed as two isolated things. Thought cannot be delimited by
   extension, nor extension by thought. Now, since he adopted both as
   attributes of God, an indivisible Being, and could not explain one
   through the other, he had to adopt a third in which both were
   included, and this he called power. Had he developed the conception of
   power as he did that of matter, then [480] he would necessarily, and
   as a consequence of his own system, have come to the conception of
   forces which are active in matter, as well as in organs of thought.
   Then, in that conception, he would furthermore have regarded power and
   thought as forces, that is, as identical in nature. Thought is also a
   power, and indeed the most perfect, absolutely infinite power, just
   because it is and has everything which pertains to the infinite
   self-established power. Thus the knot is loosed, and the gold it
   contained lies before us. The eternal, primal power, the force of all
   forces, is but one, and in every attribute, however our frail reason
   may divide it up, it is still [124] infinite and the same. According
   to the eternal laws of His nature, God thinks, acts, and is the most
   perfect, in every way conceivable to Him, that is to say, in the most
   perfect way. His thoughts are not wise, but wisdom. His acts are not
   good alone, but goodness. And all this is not through compulsion or
   arbitrariness, as if the opposite were possible, but rather through
   His eternal, essential inner nature, through the most perfect primal
   goodness and truth.
   Now I see also, my friend, why Spinoza is so much opposed to purposes,
   and ostensibly speaks severely against them. For him, they are the
   wishes and arbitrary choices which the artist makes yet need not have
   made. What God effected, He [481] could not first deliberate and
   choose. The effect flowed out of the nature of the most perfect Being.
   It is unique, and nothing else was possible.
   (Source: J.G. Herder, God: Some Conversations [1787], Bobbs-Merrill,
   Indianapolis and New York, 1940, pp. 118-124)
   © Bobbs-Merrill 1940
   [100] = original pagination
    = Bobbs-Merrill pagination
   1Notes
    By way of introduction: Herder’s God: Some Conversations was
   instrumental in the revival of Spinozism in Germany in the 1780s and
   90s. Herder made Spinoza acceptable by arguing that his thought was
   not essentially atheistic, since his God was not just the substance of
   everything but was also endowed with subjectivity; if Spinoza had
   sometimes denied subjectivity to God it was because his own position
   not transparent to him. The resulting neo-Spinozism was a crucial
   influence on the early Schelling and Hegel. This excerpt is the main
   place in which Herder argues for the subjectivity of Spinoza’s God.
   The dialogue is between Theophron (‘Wisdom of God’) and Philolaus
   (‘Love of the people’). Asterisks refer to the footnotes that Herder
   added in the second edition (1800), consisting mainly of quotes from
   Spinoza’s Ethics to back up his argument.
   2 In Prop. 30 of Bk. 1 Spinoza defines natura naturans (‘naturing
   nature’) as ‘what is in itself and is conceived through itself, or
   such attributes of substance as express an eternal and infinite
   essence, that is … God, insofar as he is considered as a free cause’,
   and natura naturata (‘natured nature’) as ‘whatever follows from the
   necessity of God’s nature, or from any of God’s attributes, that is,
   all the modes of God’s attributes insofar as they are considered as
   things which are in God, and can neither be nor be conceived without
   God.’ So the distinction is Spinoza’s reformulation of the distinction
   between God and his creation.
   3 This was an interpretation of Spinoza that had been proposed by
   Mendelssohn.
   Andrew Chitty
   20 Jan 2006
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