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Digest

In this modern age that has seen the widespread
acceptance of pluralistic, non-Orthodox approaches to dogma
and ritual, the naturalistic thought of both Spinoza and
Kaplan has assumed increasing importance. Both Spinoza and
Kaplan rejected the supernatural world view inherent in
Orthodox Judaism (and Christianity and Islam) and argued
instead for a naturalist world view. Both felt, however, that
such a world view did not preclude a concept of God or a role
for religion. Thus both (each in their own fashion)
constructed a naturalist theology, one in which their
respective God-concepts were thoroughly coherent with a
naturalist world view. They did not stop at their God-
concepts, however. Each went on to construct a complete
system in which traditional areas of religious concern were
reinterpreted in light of their respective naturalist God-
concepts. This thesis explores their respective theologies
and some of the conclusions each drew regarding these areas of
religious concern. This thesis begins by examining the
respective epistemologies of Spinoza and Kaplan and then moves
on to explore the God-concept each thinker espoused, showing
the connection between their respective epistemologies and
their God-concepts. It then goes on to look at how each
thinker’s respective God-concept influences the conclusions

drawn by each thinker in six main areas: ethics, soteria
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(defined as how humans are able to achieve ultimate meaningful
existence), the doctrine of the chosenness of the Jewish
People, the role and status of Scripture, the role and status
of ritual, and the role and status cf religion. Throughout
this thesis the ideas of each thinker are evaluated and
compared, and it concludes with the idea that both these
thinkers can serve as possible models for the modern Jew who
has problems with supernaturalism similar to those that

Spinoza and Kaplan had.
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Ever since the Emancipation and the rise of the
scientific world view, Judaism (along with the other Orthodox
western religions)' has faced a crisis. The tenets of the
supernatural world view espoused by these religions has come
under increasing scrutiny, and more and more these tenets are
being rejected by the vast majority of people.’ The reason
for this is simple - the supernatural world view finds itself
in increasing conflict with the fi:ndamental assumptions of the
modern age.

The modern age is dominated by the naturalist world view,
a view that holds that all that takes place in the universe is
the product of natural forces, forces that can be understood
(at least in principle) by the human mind, All events,
objects, and ideas that exist, exist in accordance with

fundamental natural laws, laws that cannot be canceled,

' The primary focus in this thesis will be on Judaism, but

what is said here is also true for the other western religions,
Christianity and Islam. The problems created by the modern age for
these three religions most likely also apply to any supernatural
religion that exists in the world, but it is beyond the scope of
this thesis to say with any certainty how non-western supernatural
religions are affected by the modern age.

! While it is overly simplistic to speak of Judaism and the
other western religions as being completely unified, monolithic
bodies throughout their history, the focus of this thesis is the
reaction of two thinkers to the supernatural world view espoused by
these religions in their most well known forms. Thus the names of
these religions will be used to refer to Orthodox (Pharisaic)
Judaism, Orthodox Islam, Catholicism and fundamental Protestantism.
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changed, or suspended.’ There exist no beings or entities
outside the natural order, and certainly there is no outside
will that can interrupt or effect a change in the natural
order merely by desiring it. The whole of the natural order
is intelligible, whether through reason or experiment, and
knowledge of the natural order can be used to make predictions
and effect changes in it.

All of this is radically different from the traditional
supernatural view of the universe. This view holds that there
exists a Deity who has created the universe and all that is in
it. This leads to certain conclusions, as Reines explains

) X There is a theistic God' who has created
everything besides himself that exists, namely, the
universe and all it contains.

2 By the very act of having created them, the
theistic God owns all persons and things, and owning
them, therefore, possesses absolute authority over them.

3 The theistic God, consequently, possesses
absolute authority over humankind.

4. Exercising his absolute authority, the theistic
God through a revelation has issued commandments that

humankind in general or some particular religious
community must obey.

' This should not be taken to imply that human understanding

of these natural laws cannot change. Human beings may misrepresent
or modify the models that they use to represent natural law, but
underlying these models is the assumption that at some fundamental
level there are in fact natural laws that are unchangeable and that
these laws can be used to predict events in the universe.

‘ This God can be absolute (theistic absolutism) or finite
(theistic finitism), but in both cases God has created the universe
and exercises power over it. The main difference between the two
is that in the former God has absolute (infinite) power, so that
nothing happens in the universe against God’s will, while in the
latter God has His power limited (finite) in some way. In both
cases though, God is a person (in the philosophical sense of
possessing an independent will) who is the supernatural creator of
all. As such, God is outside the normal order of the universe.



5. The theistic God, also in this revelation, has
delegated elements of his absolute authority to a
religious leader, hierarchy, or community as a whole that
gives them the right to compel humankind or the
individual members of a religious community to obey the
theistic God’s commandments.

6. Therefore, inasmuch as the religious leader,
hierarchy, or community as a whole acts with the absolute
authority delegated to them by the theistic God,
humankind or the individual members of the religious
community must surrender all or certain portions of self-
authority to the leader, hierarchy, or community as a
whole, and obey the commandments that issue from them.®

All three western religions share this view in common, with
the only disagreements being the nature of the Godhead, the
source of the revelation, the specific commandments involved
and who has the authority. For Judaism, the source is the
Torah (plus, to a lesser extent, the rest of the Bible and the
Talmud), for Christianity the 0ld and New Testaments, and for
Islam the Quran. While they do not agree at all on matters of
dogma and doctrine, the differences are trivial compared to
their similarities when it comes to the purposes of this
thesis. All three agree on the supernatural world view, which
Kaplan explains
"Supernaturalism" is here used in the specific sense
of the suspension of natural law to make possible the
occurrence of events which God himself brings about, to
reward or punish, to help or hinder, human beings in
their particular strivings, according as these are in
keeping with, or contrary to, His will.®

And God’s will, of course, is known through the revelation

that He has provided through his messengers or His duly

' Polydoxy, pg.17
® Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pg.16



appointed representatives.

It should be obvious how radically different this view is
from the naturalist view. The two are polar opposites and
have nothing in common. Therefore it should not be surprising
that in the modern age, an age dominated by the naturalist
world view (and its reliance on the scientific method), many
people have great trouble believing the claims of supernatural
religion. This problem is compounded by the fact that the
reliability of the sources for the supernatural world view (of
the three western religions) has been thrown into doubt.
Modern scholarship has demonstrated to the satisfaction of
most people that both Bibles and the Quran are human
documents, produced by human beings over varying periods of
time in a variety of cultural settings. It is very difficult
(if not impossible) to reconcile the fact of the human origin
of these documents with the documents’ claim to being the
infallible revelation of the theistic Deity. This has caused
a variety of responses, ranging from throwing out the entire
structure to the gamut of liberal religions.” It has also
caused the rise of naturalist theologies and religions, in
which the idea of God has been changed to conform with the
basic principles of naturalism.

The respective theologies of Benedict Spinoza and

7 Including, but not limited to: Reform, Conservative and

Reconstructionist Judaism, Liberal Protestantism, Liberal (largely
American) Catholicism and Unitarianism. As far as I am aware,
there does not yet exist an official, liberal form of Islam.



Mordecai Kaplan represent this latter tendency. Although
Spinoza lived before the modern age, in many respects he was
a man much ahead of his time, and he was responding, as was
Kaplan, to the difficulty of reconciling the naturalist world
view with the claims of supernatural religion. For both
Spinoza and Kaplan, the naturalist world view was the correct
one, and this automatically made the claims of supernatural
religion false. At the same time, both were religious men®,
and refused to concede that the term God or the religious
enterprise had no meaning whatsocever. Their task, therefore,
was to present a naturalist theology, one in which the term
God and some of the traditional areas of concern of religion
still had meaning.

Spinoza and Kaplan had more in common than merely
naturalist theology. Despite the differences in time and
place, their lives show some interesting parallels. Spinoza
was born in Amsterdam on November 24, 1632.° He was well
educated, receiving a thorough and traditional Jewish
education.'” In fact, his teachers were two of the greatest
Rabbis of the time, Saul Morteria and Manasseh ben Israel.!

He was an excellent student, and at the behest of ben Israel

* In the non-traditional sense, of course. However, both saw

themselves as religious men (according to their own understanding
of the term), a self-assessment that I agree with.

 Allison, pg.15
" Ibid, pg.18

" Ibid, pg.18



began secular studies in 1652 with Francis Van Den Ende.'’ He
was, according to all expectations, supposed to become a rabbi
in the Amsterdam community, but at some point Spinoza began to
feel the conflict between the (to him) absurd claims of the
Jewish tracdition and what he had learned of the world of
science and philosophy.” Spinoza began to make his views
known, causing great consternation in the Amsterdam Jewish
community. The exact details of what happened, the hows and
whys, are still a subject of controversy", but the upshot is
that Spinoza was formally excommunicated from the Jewish
people on July 27, 1656.'" Spinoza went on to become a lens-
maker, living a simple life and beginning to discuss with
others the aspects of his philosophy.'® His fame grew and he
began to attract a circle of followers and engage in
correspondance with the most famous minds of the time, sharing
both philosophic and scientific ideas.'” He moved around a
bit, and began work on his various philosophic treatises.
With the exception of Principles of the Philosophy of Rene
Descartes (published in 1663) and The Theological Political-

7 Ibid, pg.18
" Ibid, pg.19
" Ibid, pg.20

% 1Ibid, pg.21. The ban on Spinoza is still in effect today,
as it has never been rescinded.

1 Ibid, pg.22

7 Ibid, pg.22



Tractate (published anonymously in 1670) all of his works,
including his masterpiece, The _Ethics, were published
posthumously." Spinoza made guite a name for himself, and
except for defending himself against the controversies his
ideas caused'”, lived a quiet life in which he kept much to
himself. He died in 1677, in accordance with his principles,
not belonging to any sect or church.”®

Kaplan was born in a small town in Lithuania in June,
1881." He came to America in 1888 and, like Spinoza, Kaplan
studied with the most famous Rabbis in his area (his father
was also a Rabbi), receiving rabbinical ordination from Rabbi
Isaac Jacob Reines in 19%08.7 As a teenager, he was exposed
to the ideas of Biblical criticism by Arnold Erlich, a man who
was considered at the time to be gquite a heretic.” In
addition, Kaplan studied at the Jewish Theological Seminary in

the morning and at the City College of New York in the

'*  Ibid, pp.30-36

" Especially after the publication of The Theological~-

Political Tractate. Even though it was published without his name
on it, it did not take long for people to figure out he was its
author (a testimony to the fame [or infamy] his philosophy created
for him), and he constantly had to defend himself against charges
of atheism and heresy.

¥ Ibid, pg.36

' scult in Dynamic Judaism, pg.3
2 Ibid, pg.3

B  Ibid, pg.4



afternoon.® In 1900, he began work on an M.A. degree at
Columbia University, focusing on the areas of philosophy and
sociology.” He served for a few years as a congregational
"Rabbi"?, but was unhappy, and in 1909 went to work for the
Jewish Theological Seminary (where he taught until 1963).7
In the years 1914-1916 he began to make his naturalist views
known, and depending on who was listening was either
considered a hero or a heretic.” Throughout the remaining
years of his life he was engaged in forming and supporting
institutions dedicated to his Reconstructionist version of
Judaism, writing many books about his thoughts, and teaching
his ideas at the Jewish Theological Seminary.”® 1In June, 1945
he was excommunicated by the Orthodox for his

Reconstructionist Sabbath Prayver Book.¥ He continued to

speak out in support for his Reconstructionist wview of
Judaism, and died in 1983 at the age of 102.%

So both Spinoza and Kaplan, Jews who had thorough

“  1bid, pg.4
% Ibid, pg.4

* Ssince he was not yet ordained, technically he was not a

Rabbi, but he functioned as "minister" at one of the more prominent
Orthodox congregations in the city.

' sScult in Dynamic Judaism, pg.6
*  Ibid, pg.?

¥ ibid, pp.7-10

¥ I1bid, pg. 11

% Ibid, pg.12



traditional backgrounds, decided that traditional Judaism was
irreconcilable with the way they viewed the world. In
reaction, both created naturalistic theologies and in response
to the ideas they put forth, both were excommunicated from the
Orthodox community.

But there is more to their theologies than the fact that
they got them both excommunicated. It is self-evident that
the theology a particular thinker has will influence all the
theologic and religious conclusions that the thinker reaches.
For instance, 1f one believes that God created the universe
and revealed commandments at Mt. Sinai, then one would
conclude that such commandments must be obeyed (or if they are
not, that one is guilty of sin). Simiiarly, if one denies the
existence of any supernatural Deity, one is not likely to
claim that the Torah was dictated by that Deity, for this
would involve a logical impossibility.” Thus theology lies
at the root of a whole host of conclusions, especially when
the thinker in guestion sees his task as '"setting religion
straight", as both Spinoza and Kaplan did. Both agreed that
theistic theology was untenable, but as mentioned above, both
thought they could replace it with a natural theology that
would still leave religion intact, if different in form.

As it would be impossible to focus on all aspects and
conclusions of both these systems, only the most important

will be dealt with here. This thesis will begin by exploring

7 Namely, how can a non-existent entity dictate anything?



the respective epistemologies of Spinoza and Kaplan, in order
to examine how each thinker justifies the conclusions that he
reaches, It will then go on to examine the actual theologies
of Spinoza and Kaplan, in order to see how they have arrived
at a fully naturalistic concept of God. Following that, it
will look at some conclusions that follow from the God-concept
of each thinker in areas of great religious concern, namely:
ethics, soteria®, the doctrine of chosenness of the Jewish
people, the role and status of Scripture, the role and status
of ritual, and the role and status of religion. In some
areas, the conclusions resached will seem radically different
from what is taught by supernatural religion, and in others,
hauntingly familiar, albeit with a different foundation.

All of this is presented in the hope that the modern Jew,
faced with the same predicament of modernity that Spinoza and
Kaplan faced, can see in their respective systems models which
can be used as examples for the working out of his or her own
personal theology. Neither system is perfect, but both are
complete and well thought out. Both are respectable attempts
at a very difficult task. Neither Spinoza nor Kaplan thought
that the death of supernaturalism meant the death of religion,

and neither should the modern Jew.

¥ As coined by Reines, the term refers to ultimate meaningful
existence. A more complete definition will be provided in Chapter
6.

10



Chapter 2: The Epistemology of Kaplan

Epistemology is defined as the study of knowledge, and in
philosophical usage the term is basically used to describe the
study of such gquestions as "How do we (as humans) know
something?", "Can something be truly known?", and "What is our
basis for saying something is known or not known?"'
Epistemology is the key to understanding any philosophic
system, for a complete understanding of somecne’s thought
requires some understanding of how a given thinker justifies
the conclusions reached - in other words, some understanding
of how the thinker knows what he or she claims to be the case
is reguired. While different philosophers place different
emphases on the importance of epistemology, all have some type
of epistemology at the basis of their thoughts.’

Naturally, Spinoza and Kaplan are no exceptions. Their
epistemological systems underlie their thought and are at the
root of their respective understandings of God, religion, and
the soterial life. It is essential to know where they are
coming from in order to understand the arguments they make.
For this reason, any discussion of Kaplan’s or Spinoza'’s God-

concepts must begin with their respective epistemologies.

! While this is no means an exhaustive list of the guestions

asked by epistemology, it does serve to give an idea of the kinds
of questions epistemology is concerned with.

! The epistemology of a given thinker may be implicit or
explicit in their thought, but nevertheless it is there.

11



Philosophically, Mordecai Kaplan is an pragmatist, who
holds that the key to knowledge lies in experience, and in the
interaction between the knower and the known. Pragmatism was
the most influential philoseophy in America in the first
quarter of the twentieth century’ (the time at which Kaplan
began his thinking) and is "“to be viewed as a group of

associated theoretical ideas and attitudes developed over a

period of time and exhibiting - under the influences of
Feirce, James and Dewey - rather significant shifts in
direction and in formulation".® While these shifts and

currents of understanding are important for the history of
philosophy, from the point of view of Kaplan‘s world view they
are minor differences, for Kaplan was not strict in his
technical philosophic approach to the problems he was
addressing. Kaplan borrowed from the entire pragmatic school
of thought in formulating his theology and view of Judaism;
sometimes utilizing an idea of Peirce’s, sometimes an idea of
James’, and then sometimes an idea of Dewey’s. Even though he
was well versed in philosophy (among other sciences), Kaplan
was not a philosopher, and he did not consider it necessary to
explain his theoretical foundations except as they came up
point by point in the arguments he was making. This creates
a problem in methodology. If Kaplan did not explicitly state

his epistemological base, how <can it be explored?

' Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Pragmatism", pg.430
' Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Pragmatism", pg.431
12



Fortunately, Kaplan’s basic philosophic approach is one
that is easy to determine. He drew heavily on the process
philosophy of John Dewey, so much so that some of his
arguments are practically verbatim to things that Dewey
argued, with the only difference being that Kaplan talked
about them within the specific context of Jewish revival and
reconstruction. It seems then, that an explanation of Dewey’s
epitemological system is in order. The parallels between
Dewey’s system and Kaplan’s thought will be evident, and it
will be easy to show that in 7211 of its essentials, the
epistemology of Dewey and Kaplan are one and the same. As
Goldsmith says

Mordecai Kaplan’s interpretations of Judaism may be
viewed as a Jewish synthesis of the empirical approach to
religion, pragmatic philosophy, and pluralistic process
theology found in the writings of such twentieth-century
philosophers and theologians as William James, John

Dewey, Alfred North Whitehead, Henry Nelson Wieman,

Douglas Clyde Macintosh, Charles Hartshorne, Schubert M.

Ogden, and John B. Cobb Jr. This modernistic orientation

to religion is <characterized by openness and

tentativeness.’

Dewey’s system lies at the root of Kaplan’s thought.® Any

examination of Kaplan’s thought must begin there.

* Goldsmith, pg.20

® While James and Peirce were also influences by virtue of the
fact that they helped to originate the pragmatic approach in
philosophy, it is clear from reading Kaplan that it was Dewey’s
explanation of pragmatism that was the most influential. Where
Kaplan agrees with James and Peirce is also where Dewey agrees with
James and Peirce, and when it comes to the crux of the issue -
whose definition of truth is to be used - Kaplan uses Dewey'’s. One
interest, however, Kaplan clearly got from James, and that is his
interest in the import of metaphysical and theological world
formulae in the life of the individual.

13



Dewey begins his epistemological analysis by arguing that
for centuries philosophy has been engaged with the wrong
problem. The problem with prior epistemologies, he says, is
that they seek to divorce experience from theory and create an
artificial division between the knower and the known, a
division that simply does not exist in the real world. As
Dewey says

..the traditional account [of experience] is derived
from a conception once universally entertained regarding
the subject or bearer or center of experience. The
description of experience has been forced into conformity

with this prior conception; it has been primarily a

deduction from it, actual empurical facts being poured

into the moulds of the deductions...The essential thing

is that the bearer was conceived as outside the world; so

that experience consisted in the bearer’s being affected

through a type of operations not found anywhere in the

world, while knowledge consists in surveying the world,

looking at it, getting the view of a spectator.’
Because the bearer was conceived as outside the world, Dewey
argues, the whole gquestion of the "problem of knowledge"
arose: how do we know what we know, and when can we say we
have certain knowledge? Note that Dewey only speaks about
this problem in relation to general knowledge - that is, the
theory of knowledge, for he argues that no one, including
philosophers, has ever had a problem with instances of
specific knowledge. As he says,

Specific problems are about right conclusions to be
reached - which means, in effect, right ways about going
about the business of inquiry. They imply a difference
between knowledge and error consequent upon right and

wrong methods of inquiry and testing; not a difference
between experience and the world. The problem of

7

Dewey, pp.40-41
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knowledge uberhaupt exists because it is assumed that
there is a knower in general, who is outside of the world
to be known, and who is defined in terms antithetical to
the traits of the world.’

So, Dewey argues, the 1logical response to this is for
philosophers to look again at their basic assumptions and to
realize that the problem is not really a problem at all - 1t
is merely an artifice created because the wrong guestion has
been asked for so long a time. In Dewey'’s words

Can one deny that if we were to take our clue from
the present empirical situation, including the
scientific notion of evolution (biological continuity)
and the existing arts of control of nature, subject and
object would be treated as occupying the same natural
world as unhesitatingly as we assume the natural
conjunction of an animal and its food? Would it not
follow that knowledge is one way in which natural
energies co-operate? Would there be any problem save
discovery of the particular structure of this co-
operation, the conditions under which it occurs to best
effect, and the consequences which issue from its
occurrence?...Is it not time that philosophers turned
from the attempt to determine the comparative merits of
various replies to the questions to a consideration of
the claims of the questions?...Why not recognize that
the trouble is with the problem?’

Thus, according to Dewey, it 1is time for a whole new
understanding of what knowledge is, one that takes into
account the dynamic between the knower and the known.

This dynamic, Dewey argques, lies in a subtle distinction
between experience and knowledge. Experience does not egual
knowledge, but rather knowledge is a qualitative understanding

and reflection upon experience. Dewey is equally unhappy with

' Dewey, pg.42

L)

Dewey, pp.42-44
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a purely subjective understanding of knowledge. As he says,

...dreams and hallucinations, errors, [etc...] do not
occur save where there are organic centers of experience.
They cluster about a subject. But to treat them as
things which inhere exclusively in the subject; or as
posing the problem of a distortion of the real object by
a knower set over against the world, or as presenting
facts to be explained primarily as cases of contemplative
knowledge, is to testify that one has still to learn the
lesson of evolution in its application to the affairs in
hand...experience is not identical with brain action; it
is the entire organic agent-patient in all its
interaction with the environment, natural and
social...experiencing is just certain modes of
interaction, of correlation, of natural objects among
which the organism happens, so to say, to be one. It
follows with equal force that experience means primarily
not knowledge, but ways of dcing and suffering. Knowing
must be described by discovering what particular mode -
gualitatively unique - of doing and suffering it is.'

There is no such thing, for Dewey, as a subjective (as opposed
to an objective) experience. Experiences simply are, and the
real question is what conseguences for future events the
experiences have. Dewey uses the example of a hallucination
to illustrate his point. A given person has a hallucination -
that hallucination is real and natural, as real and as natural
as a thunderstorm. Subjectivity and objectivity are
irrelevant - what needs to be dealt with is the fact of the
hallucination. For Dewey, the real question is the future
conseguences, good or bad, for which that fact is used. If
the person uses the hallucination as an indicator of some type
of organic lesion in the brain, and then consults a doctor to
see if it can be healed, then there is the beneficial or

"good" result of the hallucination allowing a person to see

" Dewey, pp.44-45
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that they are in some way not healthy. If, however, the
person decides (in the case of paranoia) to respond to the
hallucination with consequences that follow from a feeling of
persecution, then the person has fallen into error and has a
"bad" result. The hallucination is still real - what isn’t
real are the predictions of the future consequences that
resulted from that hallucination. Thus, Dewey argues, the
"unreality" of the persecution is not a subjective matter - it
is just a matter of the fact that "conditions do not exist for
producing the future consequences wrich are now anticipated
and reacted to."!' Thus, there is no room for subjectivity
and objectivity (at least as they are traditionally
understood) in discussions of krnowledge. Experiences simply
happen, and knowledge consists in reflecting on those
experiences in terms of what their future consequences might
or might not be.

Dewey proviaes one more example to make clear how he
wants to totally redefine the epistemological problem. He
gives the example of the sphere that presents itself to one
observer as a flat circle and to another as a distorted
elliptical surface. This case, he points out, is often used
to show the difference between reality and mere appearance.
Since there is only one object, the only difference in the two
cases is the presence of two subjects, and since the real

object appears differently, this proves that the subject is

" Dewey, pg.47

17



providing some sort of distorting action or at least that
there is a real problem of knowledge present.

Dewey argues, however, that this is not the case. First
he points out that the laws concerning the refraction of light
are such that we would be surprised if two unlike appearances
didn’t appear. This is a purely natural result, and has
nothing to do with the observer, since a photograph (surely a
record produced by an "objective" observer) would produce
exactly the same result. Yet some would still maintain that
there is a problem in gaining %rre knowledge of the sphere.
This occurs, Dewey claims, because of a confusion that holds
the problems in seeing the sphere have something to do with
xnowing when in fact they do not. As he says

The relation in question is not one between a sphere
and a would-be knower of it, unfortunately condemned by
the nature of the knowing apparatus to alter the thing he
would know; it is an affair of the dynamic interaction of
two physical agents in producing a third thing, an
effect...To regard the eye primarily as a knower, an
observer, of things, is as crass as to assign that
function to a camera. But unless the eye be so regarded,
there is absolutely no problem of observation or of
knowledge in the case of the occurrence of elliptical and
circular surfaces. Knowledge does not enter into the
affair at all till after these forms of refracted light
have been produced. About them there is nothing unreal.

Light is really, physically, existentially, refracted

into these forms...Why talk about the real object in

relation to a knower when what is given is one real thing
in dynamic connection with another real thing."
Thus, Dewey says, there needs to be a whole new way to look at
knowledge, one that takes into account the findings of science

and throws out the old false dichotomy between the knower and

7 pewey, pg.50
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the known, as if the knower was not part of the natural order.
Now that Dewey has torn down all previous conceptions of
what knowledge is, what does he replace it with? Basically,
for Dewey, knowledge is defined as "a matter of the use that
is made of experienced natural events."" For Dewey, all
events are natural, and they are all experienced in dynamic
interaction - what ends up mattering is how one uses those
experiences. His approach is one of pragmatism - experience
will lead to a reflection upon events, that reflection will
lead to new actions upon those events, and those rew actions
will then in turn lead to new events and the process begins
again. When humans begin to forecast consequences, to see
objects and events in relation to a greater whole - when they
begin to give objects or events meaning - then they become
objects of knowledge, and this knowledge produces real changes
in the real world that then leads to new consequences and a
new process. As Dewey explains
In the attitude of suspended response [to a
stimulus] in which consequences are anticipated, the
direct stimulus becomes a sign or index of something else
- and thus a matter of noting or apprehension or
acquaintance, or whatever term may be employed. This
difference (together, of course, with the consequences
which go with it) is the difference which the natural
event of knowledge makes to the natural event of direct
organic stimulation. It is no change of a reality into
an unreality, of an object into something subjective; it
is no secret, illicit, or epistemological transformation;
it is a genuine acquisition of new and distinctive
features through entering into relations with things

with which it was not formerly connected - namely,
possible and future things...Consequences occur whether

% pewey, pg.53
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one is aware of them or not; they are integral facts in

experience. But 1let one of these consequences be

anticipated and 1let it, as anticipated, become an
indispensable element in the stimulus, and then there is

a known object. It is not that knowing produces a

change, but that it is a change of the specific kind

described...Because of this change, an object possesses
truth or error (which the physical occurrence as such
never has); it is classifiable as fact or fantasy; it is

a sort or kind, expresses an essence or nature, possesses

implications, etc., etc...Visible water is not a more or

less erroneous presentation of H20, but H20 is a

knowledge about the thing we see, drink, wash with, sail

on, and use for power...Treating knowledge as a

presentative relation between the knower and object makes

it necessary to regard the mechanism of presentation as
constituting the act of knowing.'
Thus Dewey offers a whole new idea Jf knowledge. Reality
simply is, and there in no understanding it or moving within
it without taking the whole context of life, its every facet,
intc account.

One last point needs to be made, however. While Dewey
acknowledges that all things that happen are egually real, he
does not agree that all happenings are of egqual worth. He is
a pragmatist, and believes that any understanding of reality
(whether physical, societal, ethical, etc...) must be put to
the test of the consequences it produces. An understanding of
nature that has less predictive power than another one is
inferior - it is equally real, but pragmatically does not meet
the test. This does not mean that whatever works, in a
Machiavellian sense, is best. What it does mean is that
consequences vary, and an awareness of that fact will allow

humanity to move throughout the world in an intelligent,

14

Dewey, pp.54-56
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purposive way rather than in a brute physical way."” Ideally,
this guided movement will allow people to strive for desirable
ends rather than undesirable ends, but in the end that has to
be up to the people involved. Knowledge is not an ironclad
entity located somewhere out there - rather it is a process
created by people interacting with nature, and thus knowledge
(in its philosophical sense) can actually change as people
learn more and more about the world in which they live (the
social and ethical worlds are included in this also) and as
hopefully they mature.

In order to see how indebted Kaplan is to Dewey'’s
philosophy, it is necessary to examine one more aspect of
Dewey’s thought: the relation between thought and context.
Dewey’s position is that there is no thought (and consequently
no knowledge) independent of context. Even when grand
generalizations are made, there is always an underlying
cultural context that makes the generalization intelligible.
Without such a background, ideas are meaningless, and no true
knowledge can be achieved. As Dewey says

[My example shows]...the indispensability of context

for thinking...What is true of the meaning of words and
sentences is true of all meaning...For the meaning of
symbols is not inherent but derived. This appears from
the fact that they are symbols...Continued and
systematic discourse enables us to determine the meaning
of special symbols within the discourse only because it
enables us to build up a nonverbal and nonsymbolic
context to which the whole refers...thought lives,

moves, and has its being in and through symbols, and,
therefore, depends for meaning upon context as do the

¥  Dewey, pg.62
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symbols. We think about things, but not by things...every
occurrence is a concurrence. An event is not a self-
enclosed, self-executing affair - or it is not save by
arbitrary definition...The temporal background of
thinking in any case 1is intellectual as well as
existential...There is no thinking which does not present
itself on a background of tradition, and tradition has an
intellectual quality that differentiates it from blind
custom. Traditions are ways of interpretation and of
observation, of valuation, of everything explicitly

thought of. They are the circumambient atmosphere which
thought must breathe; no one ever had an idea except as
he inhaled some of this atmosphere...This contextual
setting is vague, but it is no mere fringe. It has a
solidity and stability not found in the focal material of
thinking. The latter denotes the part of the road upon
which the spotlight is thrown. The spatial context is
the ground through which the road runs and for the sake
of which the road exists. It is this setting which gives
import to the road and to its consecutive illuminations.
The path must be lighted if one is not to lose his way;
the remoter territory may be safely left in the dark.™

Though this concept is relatively simple, its implications are
profound, for it places limits on what and how much can be
known at any given time. 1In effect, the relationship between
thought and context provides a selection criterion for the
things that can be inquired about and put through the
knowledge process as Dewey describes it. As Martland explains

The question is in effect: is there not a criterion
for selection that transcends the personal schemes in
order to obtain personal ends? Dewey's answer is yes,
The dominant problems and conceptions of the culture of
the times as well as its own nature restrict the organism
in achieving its personal ends. These restrictions
express the fact that the process of inquiry [Dewey’s
term for how knowledge is achieved] is social as well as
personal. It reflects and embodies the experiential
continuum which both biological and cultural conditions
establish...There is no such thing as an instantaneous
inquiry and there is no such thing as a judgement (the
conclusion of inquiry) which stands apart from what goes
before and comes after. Inquiry is a progressive and

' pewey, pp.90-101
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cumulative re-organization of antecedent conditions and
it must take into consideration the obviocus facts of
attention and interest on one side and the working of
established and assured habits on the other. Selection
is therefore restricted to only those possibilities which
are actualizations of the natural fulfillments with which
progress finds itself beginning and of those which are
humanly relevant, fulfillments of human preferences. All
thought processes commit themselves to satisfying these
fundamental conditions. In effect, interests and
conditions provide the direction as well as the
restriction...In this way habits [social or otherwise]
play the dual role of structure and process. They are
the instruments by which we are to experience anew and
eventually know, yet at the same time they are a product
of past experience. They effect a reorganization of the
past experience and at the same time act in their
particular way because of that past experience. By means
of habit, the creative vision that modifies the old past
experience becomes the organ that perceives the new
experience, yet it 1s always aware of the customs,
cultural conditions and social groups of the old."

Thus it is clear that: 1] context is critical to any full
understanding of what constitutes knowledge, 2] witnout
knowledge no process or progress is possible, and 3] that it
is the past that provides the context within which thought,
knowledge and progress take place.

Of course, Dewey'’s approach is open to a major criticism.
Dewey is unable to define in any objective manner what he
means by ‘desirable ends’ as opposed to ‘undesirable ends’.
In the final analysis, the pragmatic test is Machiavellian,
for if I get useful results from an (apparently) morally

horrid idea, then my idea is still true and valid knowledge'’.

7 Martland, pg.123-124
'"*  For instance, Dewey’s system would be hard pressed to
justify labeling Hitler’s Final Solution evil, or to claim that
Hitler did not possess true knowledge. Dewey'’s system does not
really provide an ethical or moral control on knowledge, even
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Dewey tries to hedge his way around this problem by
affirming the positive, as if assuming that the direction and
flow of history is towards the more ethical, and that any case
of an immoral regime is just a temporary aberration. All he’s
really doing though, is being an optimist, and as much as one
might like him to be right, Dewey can offer no objective
proof.

This does not make Dewey’s system a total wash, however.
For 2 strict empiricist, Dewey’s system may be inadequate, but
there is no denying that Dewey has made a few good points.
There is something to be said for the way he views experience.
After all, what’s important in our world, and certainly in the
scientific endeavor, is what use we make of the knowledge we
have gained, the context in which we have understood it. For
most scientific and engineering purposes, it matters little if
the sphere is truly there, or merely refracted, or whatever,
and for most everyday purposes, it certainly doesn't matter.
Also, the wide variety of different perceptions that can be
found among several witnesses to the same event testifies to
how greatly the mind and experience of the observer can
influence the formation of knowledge. Dewey was also right on
when he stressed the importance of context in shaping thought.
This is one of the basic principles of the social sciences,

and while one might not agree with it, Dewey is certainly on

really provide an ethical or moral control on knowledge, even
though Dewey claimed that it did.
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strengths and weaknesses, Kaplan’s system will have its
strengths and weaknesses. Like Dewey, Kaplan is an optimist,
and Kaplan’s God-concept and ethical theory will reflect this.
No matter how much one would want it otherwise, no matter how
good it sounds, what Kaplan says might just be wrong. On the
other hand, just as there 1s in Dewey, there is much to learn
in Kaplan, as Kaplan’s system benefits from the strength of
Dewey’s as well.

Now that the discussion of the epistemology of Dewey is
complete, the only thing that remains is to show how Kaplan
has adopted this epistemology as his own. This is a fairly
simple task, as a brief examination of selected citations from
the writings of Kaplan will show without doubt that Dewey’s
system is in fact the source upon which Kaplan built his ideas
for the reconstruction of Judaism. The reader should keep in
mind that what follows is simply a representative selection,
sufficient to prove the point at hand, for the possible
examples that could be taken from Kaplan’s writings are
legion. 1In fact, Dewey’s approach to knowledge and the way
human beings function in society is implicit in almost
everything that Kaplan writes, and to provide an exhaustive
list of parallels is beyond the scope of this chapter.

The first concept to be examined will be Kaplan’s

understanding of process and how it relates to the Jewish
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religion.'” In The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion,

Kaplan has this to say

The transition from traditional Judaism to the
Judaism of the future can be effected only in the glaring
light of complete awareness of the change involved...Such
conviction is compatible only with the certainty that
whatever ancient meanings or values we choose to
conserve and develop are read out of, and not into,
the traditional teachings or practices...Revaluation
consists in disengaging from the traditional content
those elements in it which answer permanent postulates
of human nature, and in integrating them into our own
ideology. When we revaluate, we analyze or break up
the traditional values into their implications, and
single out for acceptance those implications which can
help us meet our own moral and spiritual needs; the
rest may be relegated to archeclogy...One advantage we
surely have over those who 1ived in the remote
past...(is that] we are the heirs of all the
experiences of the generations between them and
ourselves...To revaluate a religious idea or institution
of a past age, one must, first of all, understand it in
the light of the total situation of which it was a part.
One must enter imaginatively into the thought-world of
its authors, and try to grasp what it meant to them in
light of their experience and world-outlook. Then one
should take into account the changes which have since
taken place, and how they affect the validity of the idea
or value of the institution under consideration. It may
be that these changes have made the original idea or
institution obsolete. But it is more 1likely that
some modification of the original idea will suggest
itself that might be related to the new situation and
world-outlook in a way similar to that in which the
original thought related itself to what was then the
situation and world-outlook. As in mathematics any
change in one term of an equation implies a corresponding
change in the other, if the equation is to remain valid,
so in interpreting any affirmation of relationship
between two concepts any change in one implies a change

" While I accept the thesis (as does Kaplan) that it is
inaccurate to speak of one Jewish religion, for simplicity’s sake
I will refer to the Jewish religion in the singular. For the
purposes of this thesis, using such a reference should cause no
great misunderstandings to arise.
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other.®

Similar statements appear in the anthology volume, Dynamic
Judaism

As the consciousness of a group, the main function
of religion has ever been to enable the group so to
adjust itself to its environment as to make the most of
its life. In the course of this adjustment there
developed spiritual values, ideas, and beliefs by means
of which it was able to overcome all dangers and to
utilize to the best advantage whatever opportunities of
growth the environment offered it.?

A civilization is not a deliberate creation. It is
as spontaneous a growth as any living organism. Once it
exists 1t can be guided and directed, but its existence
must be determined by the imperative of a national
tradition and the will to livz as a nation. Civilization
arises not out of planned cooperation but out of
centuries of inevitable living, working, and striving
together.”

When we speak of the continuity of a religion, we do
not mean that its teachings and prescribed modes of
conduct have remained unchanged. This is the continuity
of a stone, not of a living organism,..To comprehend the
continuity of a religion, it is necessary to think of the
religion not as an abstract entity existing by itself,
but as a function of a living people and as an aspect of

0 The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pp.6-7.
Note also Kaplan’s optimism here. He takes it for granted that the
moral and spiritual needs of the modern generation will be positive
ones...a worthy thought, and hopefully true, but not guaranteed by
his epitemological position. In his defense, however, Kaplan would
probably argue that over the generations "good" ideas have won out
over "bad" ideas, so that in broad areas, what is "good" and "bad"
is known to all. Thus murder, since it has been looked down upon
for generations, can safely be said to be "bad", and a position
that holds murder to be bad can be defended. Kaplan never says
there won’t be mistakes - but he seems to feel that over the ages,
sanity and good (as he understands them) will win out. Skeptics
won’t like it, but at least Kaplan has a refreshingly optimistic
view of Judaism and of humanity.

'  Dynamic Judaism, pg.44
2 Ibid, pg.47
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the civilization of that people.®
...these customs, laws, standards, and conventions

originated, at the time of their origin, in response to

the needs of that society...when the traditional culture

pattern does not contribute to the welfare of the society

and to its component individuals, the mind must be free

to alter and reconstruct the traditional culture pattern,

to seek the development of new and better social habits

to meet the changed situation.?
It is clear from the above that Kaplan has the same view of
how process effects human knowledge as Dewey does. Human
knowledge is not a never changing, static entity. Rather, it
is a set of 1ideas and beliefs that arise out of the
relationship between the experiencer and the experienced.
Human culture contains contexts, and these contexts shape what
is experienced and believed by the person. When ccntexts of
understandings change, then "knowledge" must change also, so
that for Kaplan the feedback loop described by Dewey above
clearly takes place. It is also clear that many of these
examples could be used to illustrate other aspects of Dewey'’s
thought (context, or how knowledge comes from a unified whole)
as well. The inescapable conclusion is that Kaplan relied on
Dewey for many of his ideas.

Perhaps if that were all that could be shown, one might

argue that there is indeed a similarity but by no means is any

kind of reliance proven. All one has to do, however, is to

% Ibid, pg.136

“ 1Ibid, pg.178. This is, incidentally, almost word for word
from one of Dewey’s essays. Again, note Kaplan’'s (and Dewey’s)
optimism here.
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loock at what Kaplan thinks on the issue of context and its
importance to any understanding of the religious enterprise
and to a reconstruction of Judaism, Once again, Kaplan’'s

thoughts are almost verbatim from Dewey. 1In e anin

God in Modern Jewish Religion Kaplan states that

The very attempt to abstract Jewish religion from
all the other aspects of Jewish life shows a woeful
misunderstanding of the vital and organic relationship
between religion and the other elements of a
civilization. The civilization of the Jewish people,
with its long history and idealized future, has hitherto
been the matrix of the ideas and practices by means of
which the Jew expressed his relationship to God.
All the components of that civilization, namely language,
literature, social norms, folkways and the arts, have
always entered into every texture of the Jewish religion.
We can no more think of that religion apart from any of
them than we can think of the soul or personality of any
human being without reference to his appearance, voice,
acts, and words.®

Similarly, in Dynamic Judaism he states that

...the experience about the world and ourselves is
determined b; the society and civilization into which we
are born...

To possess inner freedom, the human mind must be
able to rouse itself...to challenge or guestion the
inherent value of any purpose, ideal, belief, or standard
which we are asked to accept merely because it has back
of it the prestige of a long tradition or the weight of
numbers. This does not mean that man can make himself
independent of tradition, or need not reckon with the
opinion of his fellows. Man is a social being. His
progress depends on his being able to utilize the
accumulated culture to which innumerable individuals in
all the past generations have contributed and to avail
himself of the experience of his contemporaries,
particularly of those whose opinions may be more valid
than his own, because of better access to the facts on

¥ The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pg.17
*®  Dynamic Judaism, pg.73
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which they are based.”

From the psychological point of view, organized
religions are integral to particular civilizations and
cannot be understood apart from them. They always
express the collective personality of a particular
society. They are as nontransferable and incommunicable
as is individual personality. What they mean to their
own memﬁers and what they mean to others can never be the
same. . .

All the arts, all the cultural media by which men
communicate ideas and emotions, depend on symbols.”

Again, the connection between these statements and the ideas
of John Dewey are self-evident. Context shapes thought, and
nothing can be understood outside of the cultural context it
is embedded in - in fact, without a cultural context, its hard
to even begin to make sense, whether you are talking about
Judaism, science or art. 1Its fairly obvious that once again
Kaplan owes a strong debt to Dewey’s philosophy and here
Kaplan draws on one of Dewey’s great strengths. It certainly
makes good sense” that culture is important to thought, so
when Kaplan says that it makes little sense to talk about

Jewish survival if there isn’t some form of Jewish life to go

7 Ibid, pg.177
* Ibid, pg.196-197
¥ 1bid, pg.218

* To me at least. I have a B.A. in anthropology, and the one
thing that is evident from any social science training whatever is
that culture and context have a great deal to do with thought. For
people to live a certain way of life, that way of life has to be
coherent with their view of the world and capable of meeting their
needs. If the way of life is unable to do this, it collapses,
often leaving confused people in its wake. 1In addition to modern
Jews, just look at almost any native culture that has been exposed
to modern culture - most, if not all, have collapsed.
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around it, he is right on. Kaplan thus has a good basis for
arguing why his reconstructionist approarh is critical for the
survival of Judaism.

The one last area that will make undeniable the
connection between Kaplan and Dewey has to do with Kaplan’s
approach to the form Judaism will take in the future and the
criteria that will be used to determine whether or not his
Reconstructionist approach works. Again, the influence of
Dewey’s process pragmatic philosophy cannot be missed. In
Judaism as a Civilization Kaplan writes

The individuality of the Jewish religion cannot be
described in advance. Only after a Jewish 1life or
civilization is attained will there emerge a type of
religion as unique as that which emerged from the Jewish
civilization of the past.”

He then goes on to guote Dewey himself on the subject of how
individuality grows out of and forms itself by and through the
very process of creation! Finally, in Judaism Without
Supernaturalism, Kaplan provides the criteria for determining
the success or failure of Reconstructionism. He says

The Reconstructionist movement is a method rather
than a program. As a method, its validity should not be
tested by its organizational success. Its function is
not to form an additional sect or denomination. What
will prove whether Reconstructionism is wvalid is the

extent to which it will succeed in preventing the
existing sects or denominations from doing the harm they

¥ Of course, one must already agree with Kaplan’s assumption

(to him, a self-evident truth), that Judaism has a right and a
reason to survive. For Kaplan, the existence of Judaism is itself
justification for its existence. Civilizations have a right to
exist, simply because they are.

¥ Judaism as a civilization, pg.385
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do at present to Jewish 1life, and in eliciting and
reenforcing the good they are capable of doing.®

Clearly this is Dewey’s empirical test, where the only way to
know whether or not something works is to look at its results;
to use Dewey’s terminology, the conseguences that flow from
1t

It is clear from the above that the epistemology of
Kaplan has to be that of John Dewey. Kaplan possesses the
same view of reality that Dewey does, he uses the same
terminology, and approaches problems in exactly the same way.
Such a similarity can only exist if Kaplan does indeed share
basic philosophical concepts in common with Dewey, and what
concept can be more basic than the foundation one uses for
one’s knowledge? Kaplan'’s epistemology can thus be summed up
as follows: Kaplan, like Dewey, is a pragmatic empiricist,
one who believes that knowledge only arises out of reflection
upon the consequences of the dynamic interactions between the
many things that make up this world. Everything is a part of
reality, but understandings can vary, and in the case of
Kaplan, the understandings that he wants to create are those
that will allow Judaism to survive and thrive as a meaningful

religious culture in the modern age, a religious culture that

#®  Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pg.209. Again, note

Kaplan’s optimism.

¥ This, of course, falls into the same Machiavellian pitfall

described earlier for Dewey. Kaplan offers no guarantees, but
seems to take it as an article of faith that Reconstructionism will
develop in a positive way (positive in the sense of the usual
understanding of the word).
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is based on modern thought and modern conceptual
understandings. Any conception of Judaism not based on modern
thought and concepts is doomed to failure, as it cannot speak
to people who live in the modern age, and it cannot meet the
pragmatic test of being "useful" or "true" to any modern Jew.
The only way to save Judaism, as far as Kaplan is concerned,
is to modernize it", and the first step in modernizing it is

to get rid of any supernatural elements that adhere in it.

¥  That is, bring it in line with modern thought and with
modern conceptions.
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Chapter 3: Kaplan'’s Concept of God

In keeping with his epistemoleogy, Xaplan begins the
exposition of his concept or God by stating that the
traditional concept of God' is no longer tenable to the modern
mind and that a new concept of God must take into account the
evolutionary changes that have occurred in the world view of
humanity. As he says "The segment of the Jewish people which
still subscribes to the supernaturalist version of its history
is rapidly diminishing"’ and that 'At the present time, the
creeds, ritual and ceremonies of the various historic
religions are not vitally significant even to the majority who
observe them."’ This fact should surprise no one, he says
for the modern mind is very different from the ancient and
medieval mind. He points out three tendencies that make this
so, tendencies that demand a new understanding of God. In

order, they are:

1) The tendency to adopt the scientific approach as
the most reliable method of ascertaining the truth

! Kaplan is aware that Judaism has changed through time and

that there is more than one Judaism with more than one God concept.
However, he uses the term traditional concept of God to refer to
the concept of God as a supernatural person outside the universe;
who created that universe, and all that there is; who exercises
providence over that universe; who has revealed His will and
demands fealty and obedience in return for 1ong life, blessing,
protectlon, and (in later Judaisms) an afterlife in paradise. (see

Judaism as a Civiljzation, pg.39).
? If Not Now, When?, pg.31
' Judaism as a civilization, pg.200
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concerning all matters of human interest. 2) The
tendency to set up human welfare in a socialized sense as
the criterion of the good. 3) The tendency to regard
esthetic experience and creativity as essential to the
life of the spirit (i.e. freedom and self expression are
valued, as opposed to authoritarian rule).*

These tendencies simply make it impossible for the vast

majority of modern people generally, and the Jews

specifically, to accept the traditional understanding of God.

As he says

and

With all the revolutionary changes in man’s outer
and inner life, the traditional cosmic orientation could
not but grow obsolete, despite the fact that it took a
long time for the Copernican revolution to penetrate the
mind of the average person...once started oa its way,
this conception was bound to to destroy the traditional
world outlook which was based on the biblical account of
the creation of the world and of man.’

The chief opposition to the traditional conception
of God in that sense arises not from the scientific
approach to the study of nature in general, or even man
in general. It arises from the objective study of
history. The natural sciences like physics and chemistry
cannot disprove the possibility of miracles, though they
may assert their improbability. But the objective study
of history has established the fact that the records of
miracles ‘are unreliable, and that the stories about them
are merely the product of the popular imagination. The
traditional concept of God is challenged by history,
anthropology and psychology; these prove that beliefs
similar to those found in the Bible about God arise among
all peoples at a certain stage of mental and sccial
development, and pass through a process of evolution
which is entirely conditioned by the development of the
other elements in their civilization.®

‘ Judaism as a Civilization, pp.36-37
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Modern science has again reconstructed our picture
of the universe and destroyed the dichotomy of body and
soul, matter and spirit, physical and metaphysical, which
characterized the Middle ages. We cannot conceive of God
any more as a sort of invisible superman, displaying the
same psychological traits as man, but on a greater scale.
We cannot think of him as loving, pitying, rewarding,
punishing, etc. Many have therefore abandoned altogether
the conception of a personal God, and prefer to think of
ultimate reality in terms of force, energy and similar
concepts.’

Thus, he argues, because of these fundamental changes in
the way people think about the world, the only way to save
religion (and, by extension, the concept of God) is to bring
it in line with modern understandings so that a religious
outlock on life no longer requires a basic contradiction with
how the world is viewed. Since the modern world view is based
on naturalism, naturalism is also the only possible basis for
religion and for a concept of God. As he says

For a religion to function healthily and creatively,
all of its three dimensions have to be an integral part
of the prevailing climate of ideas. It has to be in the
same universe of discourse as the general culture by
which people live. That was the case until modern times.
In the past, supernaturalism dominated all] human culture,
The concomitant of supernaturalism in culture was
authoritarian discipline with its other-worldly outlook
on life. The emphasis in all supernaturalist thinking
about the condition of man was on the limitations of his
life. Nowadays, however, human culture is dominated by
naturalism. The concomitant of naturalism in culture is
freedom, with its humane and this-worldly spirit. The
emphasis in all naturalist thinking about the condition
of man is on the possibilities rather than the
limitations of his life.‘!

By naturalism, Kaplan has a specific concept in mind, a
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concept that holds that all that happens in the universe
happens because of specific natural laws, and not because of
the will of any given being. As he says

The "natural" is more than a synonym for the regular
and the usual. Natural has a specific meaning which is
intended to correct one of the basic assumptions of the
unphilosophic mind. It denotes the fact that the action
of each thing is conditioned by the law of its own being.
That law cannot be altered by any will acting from
without.®

However, Kaplan is quick to point out that a pure
mechanistic naturalism is neither desirable nor usable as a
basis for religion. All too oIten, he argues, "For most
people who are...influenced by the spirit of modernism there
seems to be no alternative but an unqualified secularism.""
Not only is this too bad, but it is also wrong. For there is,
according to Kaplan, a type of naturalism in which religion
and God can still play a significant role. According to him

There is a naturalistic philosophy of life with
which religion or spirituality of any kind is
incompatible. That is the philosophy which reduces all
manifestations of 1life, including thought, to mere
operations of matter and physio-chemical causes. In such
a philosophy, there is no room for belief in spiritual
values as having any inherent reality. But there is a
type of naturalism which recognizes gqualitative
distinctions between lower and higher orders of being.
That type of naturalism allows for creative or emergent
evolution, and for the autonomous functioning of mind and
spirit. For that kind of philosophy, the data of
rational and spiritual experience are not merely by-
products of sense experience. Truth, justice, love are
conceived as operating in their own right and helping to
bring order out of chaos. Hence there is no reason for
dismissing the experience of selfhood or personality as

* Judaism as a Civilization, pg.314
' Judaism without Supernaturalism, pg.24
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illusion. By the same token, we must accept as genuine
the experience of Godhood, which is to the environment
or cosmos what selfhood or personality is to the body.
To these two spiritnal qualities we must add "society"

which occupies a position intermediate between them and
shares something of the nature of each. Though all these
three are data of natural experience, they transcend the
brief life of the individual human being, and redeem it
of its merely temporary character, in that they enable
him to lay uP resources and create potentialities that
outlast him.'

Religion has a wvital role to play, even in a naturalistic

universe, for

The modern-minded person must be made to realize
that the purely naturalistic approach to reality is true
as far as it goes, but does not go far enough. From the
standpoint of salvation, or making the most of human
life, the strictly scientific account of reality can
help us only in providing the conditions necessary to our
achieving that goal. But the very notion of salvation,
in any sense whatever, is entirely beyond its scope. It
cannot even justify our striving for that goal, much less
assure that it is attainable. All values or ideals,
though they do not deny natural law as understood by
scientists, do point to a phase of reality, of which
natural law does not take account.'

Thus, for Kaplan, the concerns of science and the

concerns of religion are entirely separate, and there should

be no conflict between them. Religion deals with "...the

problems concerning human needs."" Thus

The so-called conflict between religion and science
is actually a conflict only between religion, conceived
as theurqgy, and science, conceived as a method based upon
experience and experiment. There can be no quarrel
between religion as a source of values and meanings, and

Pg.69. Note also the similarity to

Dewey’s understanding of the reality of experience.
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science, as a description of objective reality."
Because Kaplan feels that there is more to the universe and to
experience than just natural law, he calls his position
transnaturalism rather than naturalism. As he defines it

Transnaturalism is that extension of naturalism
which takes into account much that mechanistic or
materialistic or positivist science 1is incapable of
dealing with. Transnaturalism reaches out into the domain
where mind, personality, purpose, ideals, values and
meanings dwell. It treats of the good and the true.
Whether or not it has a distinct logic of its own is
problematic. But it certainly has a language of its own,
the language of simile, metaphor and poetry. That is
the language of symbol, myth and drama. In that universe
of discourse, belief in God spells twust in life and in
man, as capable of transcending the potentialities for
evil that inhere in his animal heredity, in his social
heritage, and in the conditions of his environment.
Transnaturalist religion beholds God in the fulfillment
of human nature and not in the suspension of the natural
order. Its function is not tc help man overcome the
hazards of nature, but to enable him to bring under
control his inhumanity to his fellow-man.'"

Thus, although we live in a natural universe and the findings
of science must be accepted, science does not deal with all
that there is, especially on the human level, and religion
must exist to fill in the gaps.

Having established the transnaturalist position, Kaplan
then goes on to specify his concept of God, a concept that
flows naturally from the position he takes. As he puts it "My

concept of God is entirely derived from social psychology."'

“ Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pp.48-49
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Building on the work of Durkheim'’, Kaplan argues that

...religion is fundamentally the functioning of the
collective consciousness, and that the development of the
individual mind has its roots in the functioning of the
collective consciousness. The collective consciousness
as such is the result of some rallying totem, any object
on the earth beneath or in the heavens above which
renders human beings aware of their being in need of one

another. In the course of that collective procedure
which we identify as religion, there emerge certain
ideas, principles, concerning reality - their own

reality, the realities of human nature, and the realities
of their own environment.'

Since the nature of religion is functional, the only possible
understanding of God that will be intelligible to the modern
mind is also a functional one. haplan argues that the God
idea in Judaism has always been functional and historical®,
but that at some point in the past the God idea became an end
in itself rather than a means to an end. As he says

The analogical reasoning, the mystical
interpretation of its social experiences in terms of God,
represent the healthy working of the group mind. But
when analogical reasoning was transferred to the field of
purely logical concepts and formulated into a theological
system, religion developed an "incidental excess of
function" which in time was mistaken as the chief purpose
of religion. Thus arose the fatal aberration that
religion was a sort of schoolmistress to instruct
humanity in all things in the heaven above and on the
earth beneath. Her curriculum included metaphysics,
physics, history, politics, economics, and kindred
subjects. Anyone who ventured to explore reality on his

7 Emile Durkheim was an sociologist who devoted his life to

studying religion in its psychosocial context. His most famous
work, e o ife, is entirely
devoted to religious sociology.

* If Not Now, When?, pg.57. Note again the emphasis taken
from Dewey on context as structuring thought.

'* See Dynamic Judaism, pg.73 and The Meaning of God in Modern
Jewish Religion, pp.17-19
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own initiative compromised the dignity of religion. And
if he went so far as to assert any fact that contradicted
tradition he was adjudged a heretic who deserved
chastisement. All this has changed. The scientific
spirit has invaded the entire domain of human
thinking. Even theology is giving way to the science of
religion to which it bears the same relation as alchemy
to chemistry. Religion will be restored to its rights.
It will once again react naturally toc the supernatural
(here with the meaning of transnatural) and will find
truer and more apt analo%ies to answer to the deepening
of the sense of mystery.

So, in order to restore religion and God to their proper
places in human life, che concept of God must be reformulated
so that it focuses on the functional aspects of the God idea
rather than on speculations about a supernatural being.
Kaplan is clear on this when he writes that

...the term "God" is not a substantive noun and
therefore does not necessarily refer to a being but to a
function, the function which manifests itself in the
fulfillment of man’s spiritual potential’...It is the
business of religion not to give a metaphysical
conception of God, but to make clear what we mean by the
belief in God, from the standpoint of the difference that
belief makes in human conduct and striving.?

Kaplan is guick to reinforce this point and to caution against
anyone assuming that he has a specific being in mind when he
uses the term God. As he says

In our thinking about God we must avoid all those
mental habits which issue in logical fallacies. The most
common of these is hypostasis, or assuming the separate
identifiable existence of anything for which language has
a name. There is considerable difference, for example,
between the way a scientist thinks of gravity and the way
most laymen think about it. A scientist regards it as a

* Dynamic Judaism,pg.44
1 If Not Now, When?, pg.59
¥ Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pg.26
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property or quality of matter...The average
layman...thinks of it as...an invisible something that
acts upon masses of matter pulling them together.
According to both conceptions, gravity is real...but the
layman finds it difficult to regard gravity as real
without at the same time thinking of it as a thing, an
object, a self-existent being or entity.®

Based on the above, Kaplan then goes on to offer his

definition of God. God is

...objectively speaking, "process". The process is
that which in human nature 1is experienced as
transcendence. Transcendence is the part of nature known
as organicity. Organicity is the fact that any entity is
more than the sum of its parts with each part sharing in
that incremental plus. The traditional term for
transcendence is "holiness"...The process of organicity,
functioning self-consciously in human organic societies,

is God, as the power that makes for salvation. That
power 1is none other than holiness, or transcendence,
which is not merely an idea. It is a process.

Gravitation, to draw an analogy from nature, is a process
that makes for power, whereas holiness is a process that
makes for spirit...God as process belongs neither to
supernaturalism nor to naturalism, but to
transnaturalism.*

Kaplan amplifies on this theme when he says

When we say that God is Process, we select, out of
the infinite processes in the universe, that complex of
forces and relationships which makes for the highest
fulfillment of man as a human being and identify it by
the term "God". In exactly the same way, we select,
among all the forces and relationships that enter into
the life of the individual, those which make for his
highest fulfillment and identify them by the term
"person". God and person are thus correlative terms, the
meaning of each being relative to and dependent on that
of the other, like parent and child, teacher and pupil,
citizen and state. God is the process by which the
universe produces persons, and persons are the processes
by which God is manifest in the individual. Neither term
has meaning without the other. So to conceive of God is
to regard Him as personal, in the sense that He manifests

® The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pg.21
# If Not Now, When?, pp.37-38
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himself in our personality, in every effort of ours to

live up to our responsibilities as human beings. At the

same time, he is not a person, since He cannot be

compared with a numan person, any more than the human

person can be compared with one of his momentary acts.”

Several conclusions are evident from Kaplan’s formulation
of the God idea. 1In the first place, in absolutely no way is
God to be understood as a being who possesses individual
existence. God is a process of forces in the universe,
especially as they are revealed in the interactions of human
beings in society. Although Kaplan does not explicitly state
it, the implication is clear thac if there were nc human
beings it would make little or no sense to talk about God.
God only exists as a complex of 1ideals in human society,
ideals that represent humanity’'s highest aspirations and
goals. For Kaplan, this is not legerdemain, as he believes
(based on Dewey) that ideas are real entities that can have
real power. Thus, if humans have a complex of ideals that
they term God, God really does exist, insofar as it represents
a goal to strive for and an ideal to achieve. Humans may
never achieve the ideal, but to Kaplan’s way of thinking
(again drawing on Dewey), without the ideal there is
absolutely no hope of progress. Secondly, without God there
is no hope for human salvation, salvation being used here to
refer to soteria, or ultimate meaningful existence. The whole

purpose of the God idea is to make life meaningful, to allow

peocple to experience the sense of transcendence that comes

¥ pynamic Judaism, pg.216
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from being an integrated part of the group (provided that the
group allows the individual to achieve self-realization®™ - in
fact, that sense of transcendence is exactly what we mean by
the term God). Thirdly, God is identifiable with but not
limited to the natural processes in the universe. Since God
is the process by which the universe produces persons, those
natural forces that allow humans (along with stars, planets,
animals etc...) to exist are part of God, but are not His
totality. That is why Kaplan refers to his position as
transnaturalism. Nature is part of God, but so are human
ideals such as goodness, truth, honesty, empathy, loyalty,
justice, freedom, love, and transcendence - ideals that cannot
be explained by science alone. And finally, God could not
have worked miracles or commanded any specific rites and
dogmas, topics that will be taken up in later chapters.

As should be obvious, this is a far cry from any
traditional concept of God and calls for nothing less than a
radical redefinition of religion. God, in the traditional
Jewish conception, is a person; a person who has created the
universe and therefore can command obedience from the
creatures in it; a person who has made a special, eternal
covenant with the Jewish people; a person who represents all
that is ethical, yes, but who is also a protector, a provider,

and a redeemer. By removing the supernatural element from

% Self-realization is used here in the modern psychological

sense and will be taken up in great detail in the chapter on
soteria.
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Judaism, Kaplan has radically transformed the Jewish religion.
His claim that his brand of Judaism is the natural outgrowth
of Orthodoxy is only true in the widest evolutionary sense; in
the sense that a man is the natural outgrowth of an amoeba.
Technically, it is true, but in any ordinary sense it
certainly is not. what Kaplan has done is to radically
redefine God and religion for the modern era (remember, his
whole thesis is that supernatural conceptions ars no longer
convincing in the modern world). Some have accused Kaplan of
trying to hide this - but it seems frcem his statements on God
that this not the case. Kaplan knew what he was doing, and
probably, given his pragmatic perspective, truly believed that
his brand of Judaism was the logical outgrowth of Orthodoxy.
but there is no denying the fact that what Kaplan presents is
radically different from any Orthodoxy.

Some have also accused Kaplan of "cheating™ on his God-
concept - after all, when he discusses the function of the
God-idea in history he focuses on the morals and ethics
associated with and from God, and entirely ignores God’s role
as protector and insurer of order in the universe and thus he
leaves out key parts of God’s traditional function, By
misrepresenting God, they say, Kaplan can make his concept
appear Jewish.

This criticism is true as far as it goes, but I think
Kaplan would respond that the evolutionary perspective demands

that in a new age a new concept is needed. From such a
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perspective, the old, traditional God-concept has been
outgrown, and the idea of God as protector or insurer of order
in the universe is simply not credible to the modern mind.
The only remaining viable function of the God-idea is the
moral /ethical one, so that aspect of the God-idea is the one
that has to be adapted. Thus we have God as the power that
makes for human fulfillment, as the power that insures moral
behavior.

Those who  think Kaplan is "cheating" on his
representation the God-idea also point to the fact that
Kaplan’s understanding of the role of the God-idea is
radically different from the way traditional Jewish thought
and texts understand the role of the God-idea. In the
traditional world-view, the role of God has little to do with
spirit, values, or human transcendence, God is instead the
creator, protector and commander, and what concerns God
concerns God, and what concerns man concerns man. A
traditional view of God, these critics argue, serves a
completely different role than the one Kaplan says it does.

From the above perspective, Kaplan has certainly
misrepresented the God-idea. But its important to remember
that this is not Kaplan’s perspective. Kaplan’s perspective
is one that includes the findings of the social sciences.
These sciences hypothesize that concepts of god(s) possessed
by given cultures can be understood as representing the hopes,

fears and dreams of those cultures, in symbolic form. From
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this perspective, it makes sense for Kaplan to speak of the
God-idea in Judaism as functioning in the way he describes.
Kaplan’s claim would simply be that throughout Jewish history
the God-idea did in fact serve in the way he has described,
but that the Jews themselves were not consciously aware of it
and therefore did not talk about God in this fashion.
Initially, the God-idea might also have included hopes about
protection and order, but as these aspects of the God-idea are
not relevant to a modern understanding of God, they can be
safely forgotten. The relevant part of the God-idea for
today, the idea of God as the sum total of all that we hold
sacred about humanity, is what matters, and therefore, Kaplan
would say, that is the part I shall emphasize in my conception
of God, This psychosocial perspective on the God-idea is
solidly grounded in the work of Durkheim and many other social
scientists, and Kaplan can justify taking it. After all, if
there is no supernatural God (a sure fact, as far as Kaplan is
concerned) then all those people throughout the ages must have
been doing something with their various versions of the God-
idea, and the insights of social science can explain what.
Given this approach, Kaplan is justified in presenting such a
different view of the function of the God-idea than a
traditional Jew or Jewish text would, because Kaplan can view
it as simply uncovering what was a previously hidden truth.

One can, of course, reject the findings of Durkheim and other
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social scientists?, but given their influence, it can be seen

that Kaplan can argue convincingly that his God-concept is

based on solid ground.

In his other writings, Kaplan amplifies on his definition

of God. Here is a brief list of some of those amplifications

To believe in God is to reckon with life’s creative
forces, tendencies and potentialities as forming an
organic unity, and as giving meaning to life by virtue of
that unity...Our intuition of God is the absolute
negation and antithesis of all evaluations of human life
which assume that consciousness is a disease,
civilization a transient sickness, and all our efforts to
lift ourselves above the brute only a vain pretense.?®

...God can only mean one tniang: namely, the totality
of all those forces in 1life that render human 1life
worthwhile. The term worthwhile, in modern parlance, is
the equivalent of the more traditional term, holy.”

The upshot of all that men have tried to express
when they affirmed the existence of God, is that the
world has meaning, for God is what tlie world means to the
man who believes in the possibility of maximum life and
strives for it.¥

It is sufficient that God should mean to us the sum
of the animating, organizing forces and relationships
which are forever making a cosmos out of chaos. This is
what we understand by God as the creative life of the
universe.

The purpose of speaking of God as "the Power that
makes for salvation" is to identify the particular human
experiences which enable us to feel the impact of that

b1

This is really a topic for another thesis entirely.

Obviously though, if one rejects Durkheim one will certainly reject

Kaplan.
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process in the environment and in ourselves which impels
us to grow and improve physically, mentally, morally, and
spiritually. That process is Godhood. It reveals itself
in those particular experiences. That is the meaning
which the traditional statement that God reveals Himself
should convey to us. For the sake of that cultural
continuity which is itself a manifestation of Godhood, we
should continue to speak of God as "revealing Himself".¥

God, not merely as a metaphysical being, but as the
object of worship and prayer, is the power that makes for
salvation of man through the community which organizes
its entire social order around the purpose of man’s

salvation. In the symbolic significance of a ritual
practice, God should be conceived as the source of all
moral and spiritual values. That makes an important

difference in the way those values are regarded.
Detached from their source in God, and from their
function as means to salvation of man, all moral and
spiritual values are apt to be, in the final analysis,
the expression of the will of the ruling classes and
their servitors. Related, however, to God as the Power
that makes for man‘s salvation, they constitute groping
attempts of human nature to approximate those ways of
human living which are certain to perpetuate the human
race and to help it fulfill its highest
potentialities.®

This God, YHWH, is that aspect of the Jewish people
which renders it more than the sum of its individuals,
past present, and future, and gives meaning to all
virtues, sins, successes, and failures.*
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This 1s the process by which men have achieved
whatever desired ends they have set up for themselves.
All ideals rest on the assumption that there exists in
reality that which, if we can discover it, assures their
realization. In some instances, our assumption may prove

incorrect. If so, our 1ideal must be abandoned as
illusory and invalid. But we can never abandon all
ideals, since it is part of our nature to have purposes
in life. The formulation of ideals is an

indispensable part of the process by which our long-range
purposes are realized. Therefore, on the ethical level
of idealistic evaluation, no less than on the impulsive
and the authoritative level, we feel the need of
reckoning with what has always been the implication of
the God idea, that whatever ought to be can be, and
ultimatelv will be, realized...The events of life create
new proklems, new wants, new ideals in an eternal
process. The goal of the ideal is ever a flying goal,
but the process of expectation and achievement goes on,
and God is the name we give to the reality that underlies
this process. Our God is the Eternal; belief in Him is
a2 necessary concomitant of all idealistic endeavor.¥
God is, therefore, the name we give to those impulses within
us that cause us to strive for the common good, that cause us
to believe that existence has meaning and that cause us to
believe that the common good can be achieved.

In order to fully understand Kaplan‘s idea of God,
it is important to remember that he does not approach the
guestion of God’s existence in the same way that philosophers
generally approach the gquestion. Kaplan’s orientation is
psychosocial, not philosophical, so he is not attempting to
assess the evidence and then arrive at a coherent definition

of God. It is not at all important to him to establish God as

the ground of being. Rather, he begins with the empirical

3 , P9.325. Note
also, once again, the similarity to Dewey’s process philosophy.
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fact that all societies have some concept of God or gods and
seeks to explain what function that concept had for the
societies in question. God is real, he argues, because all
people at all times have had the experience of transcendence
and idealism to which he refers. The awareness of God, as
Kaplan defines Him, is common to all humanity, and is in no
way contradictory to a scientific, modern world view. As he
says

There has, unfortunately, arisen a science of
religion which has proved to be a snare and a delusion.
It is the kind of approach which, by trespassing upon
fields of inquiry beyond its scope, presumes to explain
away the reality of God. That however should not
prejudice us against the science of religion, which, by
keeping strictly within its limitations, confines itself
to the task of explaining how the God-idea has
functioned in history. Such science is as indispensable
to a proper understanding of religion as mathematics is
to astronomy. The religion which it enables us to
understand is not that of the metaphysician whose problem
is the reality of God, but of the group, and of the
individual in the group whose concern is with what God
means to man and expects of him. The problem of the
metaphysician is prior to science; the concern of the
religious group or individual can best be understood in
the light of science.®

Kaplan is aware, of course, that he is vulnerable to the
accusation that he is advocating belief in a fiction merely
because it has useful consequences. Needless to say, Kaplan
does not feel this is so. To begin with, he argues, the God-
idea is real, not an illusion, no matter what some

psychologists might think.¥ And, because he shares Dewey’s

* Judaism as a Civilization, pg.308
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conviction that an idea is real and that it can have pragmatic
consequences, he feels that it is absurd to say that God is
merely a fiction because He is identified with the sum total
of human ideals. As he says

This should not be interpreted as implying that the
belief in God is purely subjective, a figment of the
imagination rather than an interpretation of reality.
One might as well say that, since the awareness of color
is a subjective experience, it is entirely a creation of
the eye, and that no objective reality is responsible for
the eye experiencing color, as to say that, since our
idea of God is determined wholly by our own limited
experience of 1life’s values, there is no objective
reality which is responsible for the values which we
experience. The word "God"™ has thus come to be
symbolically expressive of tke highest ideals for which
men strive and, at the same time, points to the objective
fact that the world is so constituted as to make for the
realization of those ideals.™

Furthermore, he argues, the fact that God is not a being in no
way detracts from God’s reality. He writes

The divine is no less real, no less dependable for
our personal salvation or self-realization, if we think
of it as a quality than if we think of it as an entity or
a being. Human personality may serve as an illustration.
It is no less real, if we think of it in psychological
terms, as a system of behavior patterns in which the
human organism reacts to the world, than if we think of
it as a sort of invisible spiritual man that inhabits the
visible physical man and determines his behavior.™

And finally

Some people imagine that the religious experience of
God is invalidated by the fact that it is demonstrably a
psychological effect of the presence of the multitude.
This is like saying that our emotional response to the
music produced by a violin is not a real experience of
music, because it is after all but the effect of the
scraping of horse-hair on catgut. The implication of

* The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pg.306
¥ 1bid, pg.25
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such disparagement is that our awareness of God in
worship is really only an awareness of the worshipping
crowd. But this is a falsehood analogous to our
identifying our awareness of the music with our awareness
of the instrument, whereas we know that it is possible
for us to enjoy music while quite unmindful of the
instrument that produces it.%

While these examples may not stand up to intense
philosophical scrutiny, they are perfectly consistent with
Kaplan’'s apprcach to reality. The experiences are real, no
matter what causes them, and the important issue to figure out
is not whether o~ not they are based on objective reality, but
rather what they mean to the people who experience them.
Since they are understood as experiences of God, and since
pragmatic conseguences flow from that understanding, the
divine is in fact real and can be experienced.

One might also object that Kaplan provides no explanation
of the ground of being. This is true - Kaplan doesn‘t. 1In
Kaplan’s view, though, this is not a weakness. Kaplan is not
at all interested in the nature of physical reality. Physical
reality simply "is", and science is the means by which humans
understand and explain it. In the scientific world-view a
metaphysical ground of being simply isn’t necessary (as far as
Kaplan is concerned). What is necessary, however, is a way to
understand and experience what science cannot understand, the
transnatural. Understanding and creating the transnatural

experience is the one true purpose of religien. In order for

religion to succeed at that purpose, it requires a

¥ Ibid, pp.249-250
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psychosocial, functional concept of God. A ground of being is
irrelevant, a ground of the transnatural is not. So it is
true that Kaplan does not provide for a ground of being in his
philosophy, but this is largely because he considers the issue
to be an irrelevant one.

Thus concludes the discussion of Kaplan’s concept of God.
It is a naturalistic concept (or, more accurately, a
transnatural one) in which God is not a being and therefore
has nothing to do with running the universe. God is a power,
a set of ideals, a complex of relationships, that is made
manifest in the relations between people living in social
groups. God is no less real for His merely being a quality,
and God can have real power in making a difference in people’s
lives. As Kaplan concludes

When men break through their narrow and prejudiced
conception of religion and begin to realize that it is
inevitable for the concept of God to reflect one’s mental
and ethical development, they will learn to identify as
divine that Power in the world which impels them to make
it what it should be. The name of God will then stand
for a truth about reality, not in terms of a division
between natural and supernatural, but in terms of normal
human experience. That truth is that life has meaning
and as such deserves that we give to it, whether despite
or because of the evil that mars it, the best that is in
us. Men’s hearts will then be filled with that
exuberance and gratitude which the Psalmist felt when he
called upon his soul to greet and praise the
Lord...They will determine, with the Psalmist, to make
their lives a hymn to God...Theirs will be the faith
which even death cannot extinguish, for despite death
they will triumphantly proclaim: "Magnified and
sanctified be His great name in the world which He hath
created according to His will.""

4 The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pg.32%
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Spinoza‘’s epistemoclogical system, on the other hand, is
greatly different from Kaplan’s. Like Kaplan, Spinoza is a
naturalist, and holds that all phenomena have a natural
explanation. Unlike Kaplan, Spinoza is a strict rationalist,
and holds that all that needs to be known can be discovered
and deduced in and by the human mina. This rationalist
approach characterizes Spinoza‘s approach to all the areas of
his system, for Spinoza is amazingly consistent. Every area
of his system interlocks with every other area like well
meshing gears. From his few epistemological principles,
Spinoza is able to deduce his views on God, religion, and the
soterial life.

Spinoza, although he disagreed with many of Descartes’
conclusions, was greatly impressed by his method, and used it
as the basis of his philosophical system. Spinoza greatly
desired certainty, and believed, along with Descartes, that
mathematical demonstration held the key to an objective,
certain understanding of the nature of reality.' Spinoza held
that the human mind, beginning with a series of self-evident
propositions and axioms whose truth could not be denied, could
unravel all the secrets that reality had to offer purely by

working through a logical process of deduction. He believed,

! Jones, pg.193
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as Meyer says,

...that all these things, and even many things more
subtle and sublime, could not only be clearly and
distinctly conceived by us, but even readily explained if
only the human mind were led in the way which Descartes
opened up and made possible for investigating truth and
acquiring knowledge.’

Thus, Allison says,

Spinoza affirms an absolute rationalism. Given the
proper method, reality as a whole is intelligible to the
human mind, and Spinoza claims in his Ethics to have done
nothing less than to demonstrate this truth.’

The method Spinoza uses to demonstrate these truths
is really a very simple cone in concept, although difficult in
application - the method of geometrica: demonstration. This
was the method that Descartes pioneered, and what Spinoza did
was simply to draw out Descartes’ system to its logical
conclusions, something that he felt Descartes failed to do.*
The method itself is a simple one. As Jones explains,

If geometry 1is the model science, reality must
consist in entities connected by the kind of relation
cognized in geometry. This is the relation of
implication - for instance, being a triangle involves
having three sides. It follows that reality must consist
in a set of entities every one of which is implicatorily
related to various other entities. As a consequence, the
mind moves from some entity A to some other entity B,
which is implied by A. When the mind is in the presence
of these two entities, A and B, it infallibly sees that
A implies B. It then moves on to C, implied by B, and so
on. The whole problem is to arrange our thinking about
these entities in such a way that our minds traverse
these relations in due order, that is, that we move from

! Allison, pg. 45
' Allison, pg.45
4

Jones, pg.194
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A to C, via B.?

Jones, however, has not done full justice to the problem.
The whole problem is not merely to arrange our thinking in
such and such a way. While his explanation of the thinking
behind the geometric method is correct, he fails to point out
that the whole structure only functions if one has begun with
the correct entities - begin with false premises, and of
course the structure will lead to false conclusions.®
Spinoza, of course, was well aware of this problem, and sought
a way to show that, in point of fact, his premises were valid,
and therefore so were his conclusions. He did this in two
ways: by demonstrating that there is a knowable difference
between imagination and sure knowledge, and by establishing
God as the ground of being, as the first premise from which
all other premises flow. As Allison says,

...[Spinoza’s] rationalism involves the belief in
the total intelligibility of the real. Given Spinoza'’s
mathematically oriented conception of knowledge, this in
turn means that all reality can be explained within a
single deductive system. This is not, of course, to
claim that particular facts can be deduced by the human
mind, but rather that, given these facts, which are
provided by experience, they can all be understood in
terms of this universal system of explanation. The
concept of God serves as the first principle of this

system, from which all else follows with logical
necessity. Thus, it is only with reference to the

' Jones, pg.194

® This is, in fact, the criticism most often leveled at

Spinoza’s systemn. While all acknowledge that his system is
brilliant, many see it as a large tautology, where Spinoza’s
conclusions naturally follow from his premises, since he defined
his premises in such a way that only his conclusions could follow.
This criticism will be addressed later on.
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concept of God that we can have adequate knowledge of
anything in nature, including our emotions and their
causes. Any knowledge that does not have its source in
rationally grounded principles, and ultimately in God, is
attributed by Spinoza to the imagination, which in turn
is viewed as the source of man’s bondage to the passions
and hence of human misery. We can therefore see that two
of the major tasks incumbent upon Spinoza are to show how
genuine knowledge differs from the products of the
imagination, and how a knowledge of God is possible for
man. These are the central themes of  his
epistemology(italics mine).’

Spinoza begins his epistemological task by demonstrating
how he knew that his premises were true ones rather than
arbitrary definitions. According to Wolfson, Spinoza uses two
criteria of truthfulness, one external and one internal.' The
external criterion is the correspondence criterion - i.e.,
that the idea corresponds to its object in reality in such a
way that the idea matches reality in a sensible way. The
internal criterion is self-consistency and self-evidence,
i.e., that the idea 1s true because it is evident by itself
and consistent with itself.’ Both kinds of criteria could
lead to true ideas. As Wolfson explains

‘... a definition either explains a thing as it
exists outside the understanding...or else a definition
explains a thing as it is conceived or can be conceived
by us.” Of the former, he [Spinoza) says previously, it

‘ought to be true,’ whereas ‘the latter need not be,’

that is to say, it need not be true in the sense of

corresponding to something outside the understanding, for

while the truth of the former is to be tested by its
correspondence to an external object, the truth of the

-

Allison, pp.46-47

' Wolfson, pg.99

* Wolfson, pg.99
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latter consists in its internal consistency.'

Thus Spinoza distinguishes between two types of
definitions: the one that merely says what a word means and
the one that "explains a thing as it exists outside of the
understanding"'' i.e. the one that explains a thing rather
than a name. Spinoza feels that his definitions are of the
latter variety; in other words, they are true propositions
that describe the essence of the things named."

Spinoza justifies this position by applying the same
criterion to his definitions that the mathematician applies to
his, i.e. when a definition is so stated that it allows the
mathematician to construct a given figure and deduce all of
its properties from that definition, then the true definition,
the one that defines that figqure’s essence, has been arrived
at. Spinoza uses the example of the circle. One definition,
the common one, of the circle as "a figure, such that all
straight lines drawn from the center to the circumference are
equal”™ is no good, as it simply defines what one means by the
word circle. The proper definition, also termed the genetic
definition, is "the figure described by any line whereof one
end is fixed and the other free". This definition tells how

to construct such a figqure, and from this rule of construction

¥ Wolfson, pg.101

" spinoza, in Allison, pg.52
7 Allison, pg.53
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all of the circle’s properties can be derived."” What is true
of mathematics, Spinoza argues, is also true about our

knowledge of reality. Thus, as Allison says,

...we have a real definition, adequate, true or
clear and distinct idea of a thing insofar as we know its
"proximate cause"™ and can see how its properties
necessarily follow from this cause. "For, in reality,"
Spinoza writes, "the knowledge of an effect is nothing
else than the acquisition of a more perfect knowledge of
its cause." Moreover, in such instances there is no room
for doubt of the kind envisioned by Descartes. When the
mind has a true idea it immediately knows it to be true;
as it grasps the logical necessity with which the
properties of the object follow from the idea. The
metaphysician as well as the mathematician can therefore
arrive at genetic definitions of things, and it is
through these definitions that he acquires rationally
grounded knowledge.

This process, however, can lead to confusion, for if a thing
can only be known truly by reference to its preceding causes,
then there is the danger of running inte an infinite
regression that causes the gquest for knowledge to be hopeless.
Thus Spinoza introduces his idea of God, a God who is self-
caused and is the single first principle demanded by logic!.
Thus God for Spinoza is a necessary thing, for God is the
ground of being, a concept that is demanded by necessity, and

everything that is and everything God does likewise flows in

3 Allison, pg.53

14

Allison, pp.53-54
" This chapter is not the place to go into further aspects of
Spinoza’s theology as this chapter’s primary focus is his
epistemological system. Suffice it to say at this point that God
is necessary for there to be order to the universe, and the
question of how the human mind can be sure that there is such a
ground of being will be taken up in the discussion on human
knowledge below.
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accord with the strict demands of necessity and logic -
demands that are inherent in the very nature of God and
reality. As Spinoza says,

[We must come to see] that from God’s supreme power,
or infinite nature, an infinite number of things - that
is, all things have necessarily flowed forth in an
infinite number of ways, or always follow from the same
necessity; in the same way as from the nature of the
triangle it follows from eternity and for eternity, that
its three interior angles are equal to two right
angles.'

The universe, for Spinoza, is one vast mathematical system -
from its first cause to all of its variety. If one can simply
arrive at the proper definitions, ax‘oms, and postulates, all
else falls into place, for reality proceeds by strict rules of
logic and necessity, rules that the human mind, if it works
hard enough, 1is capable of perceiving, deducing, and
understanding.

The idea of God is important to Spinoza in another sense
as well. Without God, as Spinoza defines the Deity, it is
impossible to speak of anyone possessing real knowledge in any
meaningful sense of the term. In order to understand how this
is so, it is necessary to delve briefly into Spinoza’s view of
substance and how God exists. While this is not the place to
go into an extensive review of Spinoza’s proofs (that will be
saved for the next chapter), his conclusions must be

understood in order to see how it is that humans can achieve

true knowledge.

' Spinoza, in Allison, pg.54
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Basically, Spinoza argues that such a thing called
substance exists. Substance is an old philosophical concept,
but Spinoza gives it new meaning. Substance is defined as
“that which is in itself, and is conceived through itself: in
other words, that of which a conception can be formed

17

independently of any other conception." Substance,
therefore, 1is the sum total of all that exists in the
universe. Substance, however, does not exist unmodified. Two
other cconcepts are central to understanding how substance and
the universe interact; the concepts of attributes and modes.'®
An attribute is "that which the intellect perceives as
constituting the essence of substance"'” while a mode is "the
modifications of substance, or that which exists in, and is
conceived through something other than itselif."?” Proceeding
from these definitions, it is easy for Spinoza to establish
that the only real substance in the universe is God, as God
and substance are both the ground of being and are therefore
one and the same. God is, therefore, "a substance consisting

of infinite attributes."? Since there is only one substance

with infinite attributes that exists, this substance must be

' sSpinoza, in Allison, pg.S58

'* Substance and the reality of the universe will turn out to

be one and the same, but I don’t want to get ahead of myself here,
¥ spinoza, in Allison, pg.58

¥ Ipid

Spinoza, in Allison, pg.59
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equivalent to nature, and thus there can be only one universal
order in relation to which all things can be understood.”
All other things in the universe therefore are merely modes of
certain attributes of God. By virtue of this sharing in the
substance of God, however, it becomes possible for the
universe to be intelligibly understood by a finite mind. Thus
human beings, whose intellects can perceive only the
attributes of thought and extension among God’s infinite
attributes, can nevertheless share in and perceive accurately
the true essence of substance, since the attributes are merely
a type of limited perspective on the one true substance. This
explains, then, how it is possible for humans to achieve true
knowledage.

But how exactly does this process work? For Spinoza,
thought is one of the attributes of God, and it finds its
expression in the infinite intellect.” Since this thought is
infinite, "in God there is necessarily the idea not only of
his essence, but also of all things which necessarily follow
from his essence."”™ This implies, as Allison says,

...that the realm of thought constitutes a unified,
closed deductive system, and this becomes explicit in the
next proposition: "The actual being of ideas owns God as
its cause, only in so far as God is considered as a

thinking thing, not in so far as he is unfolded in any
other attribute; that 1is, the ideas both of the

2 Allison, pg.65

2 Allison, pg.%0

# Spinoza, in Allison, pg.90
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attributes of God and of particular things do not own as
their efficient cause their objects or the things
perceived, but God himself in so far as he is a
thinking thing" (Prop.V). God...is really equivalent to
thought, viewed as an attribute, so that Spinoza’s point
is simply that each idea must bpe caused by another
modification of thought, that is, by another idea, and
this is what makes the realm of thought a self-contained
system.®

But remember that thought is merely one attribute of God, and
that, on a larger scale all attributes are merely different
expressions of the same thing. Thus thought is merely one
particular expression of the universal order, and this allows
Spinoza to claim that "The order and ccanection of ideas is
the same as the order ard connection of things."?” Thus, in

a very real sense, 1ldeas are the same as reality, and

therefore clear and distinct ideas of things will in fact give
one true knowledge of the nature of reality. As Spinoza puts
it
Substance thinking and substance extended are one
and the same substance, comprehended now through one
attribute, now through the other. So, also, a mode of
extension and the idea of that mode are cne and the same
thing, though expressed in two ways.”
Spinoza proceeds from this foundation to a discussion of
the types of knowledge that the human mind can perceive and
know. These types of knowledge fall into three categories:

ideas according to the common order of nature, ideas based on

the common notions and adequate ideas of things, and ideas

¥ Allison, pg.90

® Spinoza, in Allison, pg.90
77 spinoza, in Allison, pg.91
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based on intuition. The last two types of ideas lead to what
Spinoza calls true knowledge, while the first leads to
incomplete knowledge or what Spinoza calls error. In order to
completely understand how these three types of knowledge exist
however, it first must be made clear that for Spinoza there is
no such thing as a truly "wrong" idea. All ideas to some
extent partake of the ideas of God, and, as such, can never be
completely incorrect. Rather, an idea can be adequate or
inadequate, depending on how much it partakes of the infinite
essence of thought that characterizes God’s thinking. As was
stated earlier, an adequate idea for Spinoza is one from which
all of the properties of its object can be deduced. Thus, for
an idea to be truly adegquate, it must take into account all
the causes leading up to the idea and all the conclusions that
follow from it. For example, take the idea of a triangie.
The mathematician’s idea of a triangle is adeguate because he
or she can derive all of its properties from it, while a
layman’s idea of a triangle is not, because while the layman
may understand that a triangle has three sides he or she does
not fully know what follows from this idea. Thus the
mathematician possesses a true concept of the idea triangle,
while the layman does not. Note that the layman’s idea of a
triangle is not really false, but is rather incomplete, which
for Spinoza is the eguivalent of error. Because of this
characterization of what constitutes a true idea, it is easy

for Spinoza to push aside doubt or uncertainty once an
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adequate idea is conceived. As Spinoza says "He who has a
true idea simultaneously knows that he has a true idea, and
cannot doubt of the truth of the thing perceived."® This is
so because to have a true idea is to know everything about the
object of that idea, so that nothing remains ambiguous,
nothing is 1left unexplained, nothing is undetermined and
nothing is uncertain.” There is no rational basis for doubt,
and no need to appeal to any outside something in order for a
person to be sure they have a true idea.

Knowledge, then, can either be complete or incomplete,
depending upon what it is based. Knowledge of the first type,
knowledge according to the common order of nature, 1is
knowledge that 1s based on sense perception, memory, or
imagination. This is knowledge that is inherently faulty, for
by its very nature it fails to see the complete picture of
causality. Spinoza begins by asserting that there is no way
to perceive anything in the outside world without recourse to
the human body - the human body is, very simply, the focal
point from and through which the human mind perceives the
outside world.*® This perception by the body limits one by
only allowing one to see things as they appear, rather than as
they are. Spinoza gives the example of someone looking at the

sun. To all appearances, the sun seems to be very small and

* gpinoza, in Allison, pg.100

¥ Allison, pg.100
¥ Allisen, pg.103
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only 200 feet away. This is not a false idea, for this is
indeed how the sun does appear. However, it is an inadequate
idea, since the reality is that the sun is very large and very
far away. For Spinoza, this exemplifies the trap of relying
on sense perception for adequate knowledge, since the
appearance of things is often not their reality.? A similar
case can be made for memory. Spinoza asserts that people form
memories on the basis of association, rather than on any type
of reality. He gives the example of a soldier and a farmer
seeing the tracks of a horse in the ground. The soldier will
tend to think of a horseman, and then of war, while the farmer
will tend to think of a plough and a field. Neither of the
two are incorrect, for they are following what to each of them
is a natural train of thought, but neither are they being
logical and these memories can in no way serve as a basis for
adequate knowledge.? Thus neither sense perception nor
memory can serve As a base of adequate knowledge, and the
first type of knowledge in no way leads to true knowledge.
The second type of knowledge has already been discussed
above. This is knowledge based on the deductive process,
knowledge wherein ideas put together in a logical order
infallibly lead to one another and lead to conclusions that

cannot be refuted. There are two types of this knowledge:

' sSpinoza, in Allison, pg.102. Note the striking difference

between this approach and Dewey’s approach to the problem of the
refracting sphere.

% sgspinoza, in Allison, pg.105
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knowledge based on common notions - ideas that are common to
all bodies but do not require experience to be derived (such
as the laws of physics, or logic, or mathematics), and
knowledge based on the common properties of things -
properties that are shared by a given class of things such as
the human body (such as human physiology or psychology)."
Since the mind can possess these ideas, and derive from them
other ideas, this type of knowledge is in fact a source of
adequate knowledge.™

Spinoza then introduces a third source of knowledge, that
of intuition. This type of knowledge "proceeds from an
adeguate idea of the absolute essence of certain attributes of
God to the adeguate knowledge of the essence of things.""
The difference between this third type of knowledge and the
second type of knowledge is that while they both reach the
same conclusions, the third type of knowledge makes no use of
the general principles of reason in order to deduce what it
knows. Rather, in intuitive knowledge, the truth is simply
apprehended in a flash, enabling the one doing the
apprehending to leap from A to C, as it were, without going
through B. For Spinoza, this is also an adequate type of

knowledge, as it ends up perceiving the true essences of

¥  Spinoza, in Allison, pg.110

¥ The idea of God and his necessary existence is also

something that falls into this category.

% Spinoza, in Allison, pg.112
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things, which is the acid test for any type of adequate
knowledge.™

Certain knowledge, therefore, 1is possible to human
beings. By properly utilizing the second and third types of
knowledge, a person can get at true knowledge of reality -
knowledge that is based in no surer source than the mind of
God itself. As Wolfson explains

In so far as the human mind is part of the infinite
intellect of God, it gets its ideas from Gogd;...‘we must
remember, besides, that our mind, in so far as it truly
perceives things, is a part of the infinite intellect of
God, and therefore it must be that the clear and distinct
ideas of the mind are as true as those of God.’ But on
the other hand, inasmuch as the God of Spinoza is not an
external cause from whom the human mind emanates or by
whom it is created, but is rather an immanent cause
within which the human mind is contained or the whole of
the human mind is a part, to say that the human mind gets
its ideas from God means that the ideas are generated
within it and do not come from any source which may be
called external in any sense whatsoever.”

This then completes the discussion of Spinoza’s
epistemology. Spinoza is a true rationalist, one who holds
that it is through ideas and their logical interconnections
that one understands the essence of reality. This reality is
grounded in the idea of God, without which there would be no
logical order and no way to achieve certain knowledge. The

nature of this God is such that all things are as they

necessarily must be, and that all that happens does so

*  Nothing could be further from the pragmatic test for

knowledge!

¥ Wolfson, pp.157-158
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according to fully intelligible natural laws, a subject that

will be taken up in the following chapter.
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Chapter 5: Spinoza’s Concept of God

As mentioned earlier, Spinoza, 1like Kaplan, is 3
naturalist theologian, but unlike Kaplan, he is first and
foremost a philosopher and consequently has a fully worked out
concept of God. Borrowing the geometrical metheod of Descartes
(as explained in the previous chapter), Spincza begins his
exposition' with his basic assumptions and definitions and
then proceeds to deduce from them the only concept of God that
is coherent with the truth as he sees it. Spinoza begins by
defining substance, attributes and modes, and proceeds from
these definitions to prove that God and substance are one, and
that this substance or God must be identified with the natural
laws that run the universe. As Wolfson says

Spinoza seems to address his imaginary opponents as
follows: All you mediaevals, to whatever school of
thought you may belong, have builded your philosophies on
the conception of a God epitomized by you in a formal
definition which contains four characteristic
expressions. You say that God is (1) ens in the highest
sense of the term, by which you mean that He is a being
who exists necessarily. You also say that He is (2)
"absolutely infinite," by which you mean that He is (3)
"a substance consisting of infinite attributes," (4)
"each of which expresses eternal and infinite essence".
God so defined you call absolute substance; you
differentiate Him from the world which you call
conditional substance, and then you declare that the
relation between the absolute and the conditional
substance is 1like that of creator to created. In
opposition to yocu, I deny at the very outset the
existence of a God outside the world and of His relation
to the world as creator. Still, unaccustomed as I am to
dispute about mere names, I shall retain your own term

Spinoza’s great work, the Ethics, contains his fully worked
out system in its geometrical form, but his system is implicit in
all of his works and underlies their conclusions.
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substance as a philosophic surrogate to the pious name
God, and in your own terms I am going to unfold a new
conception of the nature of God and of his relation to
the world.

To begin with, I shall abandon your distinction
between absolute substance and conditional substance, but
shall use the term substance in that restrictive sense in
which you use the expression absolute substance. Then,
what you call conditional stbstance, or the world, I
shall call mode. Furthermore, unlike you, I shall not
describe the relation of substance to mode as that of
creator to created, but rather as that of whole to part,
or, to be more exact, as that of universal to particular.
The reason for my disagreeing with you on the gquestion of
the causal relation between God and the world is that I
find your doctrine of creation, however you may try to
explain it, an untenable hypothesis. Barring this
difference between us, a difference which, I must
confess, is fundamental and far-reaching in its effect,
I am going to describe my substance in all those terms
which you make use of in describing your God. Like your
God, my substance is (1) the highest kind of ens, for

existence appertains to its nature. (2) It is also
absolutely infinite. (3) Furthermore, it consists of
infinite attributes. (4) Finally, each of its
attributes expresses eternal and infinite essence. I

have thus described my substance in all those terms which
you use in your formal definition of God. Conseguently,
as I am now to reproduce your proofs of the existence of
God to prove the existence of my substance, I shall
bracket together the terms God and substance. ..’

Spinoza therefore defines God as a

...Being consisting of infinite attributes of which
each is infinite, or in the highest degree perfect of its
kind. Here it should be noted that I understand by
attribute all that which is conceived through itself, and
in itself; so that its conception does not involve the
conception of some other thing...That this is, indeed,
the true definition of God is clear from the fact that we
understand by God a Being supremely perfect, and
absolutely infinite. That such a Being exists, it is
easy to prove from this definition...’

But how does Spinoza arrive at the conclusions he does?

-

Wolfson, pp.158-159 (vol.I)

' The Correspondence of Spinoza, pg.75
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He begins with his notion that an adequate idea is immediately
perceived by the mind to be true.' He then goes on to state
that "...God’s existence is not self-evident, it must be
inferred from ideas so firmly and incontrovertibly true, that
no power can be postulated or conceived sufficient to impugn
them."* Since an adequate idea qualifies as an idea that is
firmly and incontrovertibly true, he can respond to his
critics in perfect confidence

To your question whether I have as clear an idea of
God as I have of a triangle, I answer in the affirmative.
But if you ask me whether I h~ave as clear a mental image
of God as I have of a triangle, I shall answer No. For
we cannot imagine God, but we can, indeed, conceive Him.
Here also it should be noted that I do not say that I
know God entirely, but only that I understand some of his
attributes, though not all, nor even the greater part of
them, and it 1is certain that our ignorance of the
majority of them does not hinder our having a knowledge
of some of them. When I learnt Euclid’s elements I first
understood that the three angles of a triangle are equal
to two right angles, and I clearly perceived this
propertz of a triangle even though I was ignorant of many
others.

But what are the adequate 1deas that lead up to
Spinoza’s conclusions about God? The most complete
presentation of these ideas is found in The Ethics, where
Spinoza offers the definitions and axioms that will serve as

the basis for his propositions and lead to his deductions.’

‘ Discussed in the chapter on Spinoza’s epistemology.

* The Theological-Political Tractate, pg.84
° The Correspondence of Spinoza, pg.289

7 It is important to keep in mind that for Spinoza, these

definitions and axioms (and the propositions that are proved from
them) arise from clear and adequate ideas that are therefore true,
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These definitions and axioms read as follows:

1. By that which is self-caused I mean that whose essence
involves existence; or that whose nature can be conceived
only as existing.

2. A thing is said to be finite in its own kind when it
can be limited by another thing of the same nature...body
is not limited by thought, nor thought by body.

3. By substance I mean that which is in itself and is
conceived in itself; that is, that the conception of
which does not require the conception of another thing
from which it has to be formed.

4. By attribute I mean that which the intellect perceives
of substance as constituting its essence.

5. By mode I mean the affections of substance; that is,
that which is in something else and is conceived through
something else.

6. By God I mean an absolutely infinite being; that is,
substance consisting of infirite attributes, each of
which expresses eternal and infinite essence...

AXIOMS )
1. All things that are, are ebee in themselves or in

something else,

2. That which cannot be conceiveqd through another thing
must be conceived through itself:

3. From a given determinate cause there necessarily
follows an effect; on the other hand, if there be no
determinate cause it is impoussible that an effect should
follow.

4. The knowledge of an effect depends on, and involves,
the knowledge of the cause.

5. Things which have nothing in common with each other
cannot be understood through each other; that is, the
conception of the one does not involve the conception of
the other.

6. A true idea must agree with that of which it is the
idea.

7. If a thing can be conceived as not existing, then its
essence does not involve existence.’

and are not simply the result of arbitrary definitions that lead to
the conclusions Spinoza wants to reach. This is, of course, the
most common criticism of Spinoza’s system, but it will be addressed
later in the chapter. It is important to stress, however, that
Spinoza himself would not accept this as a valid criticism of his
work.

* The Ethics, pp.31-32
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From these, Spinoza goes on to prove three key propositions:
that there is only one substance, that this substance consists
of infinite attributes, and that this substance must be
identical with God.

Spinoza devotes the first five propositions of The Ethics
to showing that there cannot be more than one substance
possessing the same nature or attribute.’ In summary form, the
argument runs as follows: Since an attribute is not a property
but an expression of the nature of substance, two substances
with the same attribute would have the same nature; they would
essentially be one and the same identical substance.'’ Thus,
as Spinoza says in proposition #5, "In the universe there
cannot be two or more substances having the same nature or
attribute."! There also cannot be several substances with
distinct natures interacting with each other, because based on
axiom #5, "two substances having different attributes have
nothing in common*"!’, "When things have nothing in common, one
cannot be the cause of the other"”, and therefore "One
substance cannot be produced by another substance."'" Since

one substance cannot produce another substance, and since

° Allison, pg.61

Allison, pg.61

"' The Ethics, pg-.33

7' The Ethics, pg.32, proposition #2.
" Ibid, proposition #3.

Ibid, pg.33, proposition #6.
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there cannot be two or more substances possessing the same
attribute, it follows that there is most likely only one
substance.

At this peoint, there is only one remaining possibility
that would allow for more than one substance to exist, and
that is the possibility that "there are a distinct plurality
of substances which do not stand in causal relation to one
another and do not interact in any way."" This is also not
possible, as Spinnza proceeds to demonstrate. Proposition 7
reads "Existence belongs to the nature of substance"'.
Spinoza’s proof is simple. Since substance cannot be produced
by anything else'’ it must therefore be self-caused, and by
defipition #1 (above), its essence must then necessarily
involve existence.' In addition, "Every substance is
necessarily infinite."" Again, the proof is simple.
Substance must be finite or infinite. To be finite however,
it would have to be limited by another substance of the same
nature (according to definition #2 above). However, because

there cannot be two substances of the same nature (proposition

" Allison, pg.é61
' The Ethics, pg.34

L This is a corollary to proposition #6 above - since

substance cannot cause another substance, and in the universe there
exists nothing but substances (as shown by Ax.1 and Defs.3 and 5),
it follows that there is nothing that can cause substance to exist.
(The Ethics, pg.33, corollary to proposition #6]

" The Ethics, pg.34, proposition #7.
1  Ibid, proposition #8
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#5), viewing substance as finite 1is clearly absurd.
Therefore, it must be infinite.” Since "the more reality or
being a thing has, the more attributes it has"?, and since
substance is infinite, it follows that substance possesses
infinite attributes.? This means however that
Since substance possesses infinite attributes or all
reality, there is 1literally nothing which could
conceivably exist apart from substance, so that the
possibility of a plurality of substances with different
natures, which do not stand in causal relations with one
another, is no longer available.?®
Thus, there is one and only one substance, and it possesses
infinite attributes.

In order to prove that God must be equivalent to this one
substance, Spinoza must show that God in fact exists. To do
this, Spinoza offers three versions of what is known as the
ontological proof and, as an afterthought, one version of the
cosmological proof.” The ontological proof begins with the
fact that God as an object is immediately perceivable to human
consciousness as an intuition, as a clear and distinct idea

and therefore a true one.” One could wonder, of course, why

a proof is necessary if God can be perceived directly by human

¥ Ibid

' Ibid, pg.36, proposition #9. Spinoza argues that the proof

of this is evident from definition #4.
# Aallison, pg.64

4 Ipia

Wolfson, pg.178

# 1Ibid, pg.165
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intuition - after all, if God is perceived, what is there to
prove? Wolfson answers this guestion in the following way

What is the significance of the syllogism in the
ontological proof? The answer is that the syllogism adds
nothing to the major premise. But still it is not
altogether redundant. It may be said that the
proposition function of the ontological proof is like
that of the proposition of an analytical judgement, in
which the predicate adds nothing to the subject, and
still its use is not altogether unjustifiable...Just as
propositions are either analytic or synthetic, so are
syllogisms also either analytic or synthetic, and the
relation of the analytical syllogism to the major premise
is 1like that of the analytical proposition to the
subject...The ontological proof for the existence of God
is an analytical syllogism just as the proposition "God
is existent" is an analytical judgment, and the relation
of the syllogism in the ontological proof to the major
premise is like the relation of the proposition "God is
existent”" to the subject "God". Neither of them adds
anything to the contents of its respective subject or
major premise with which it starts, but both of them
analyze the contents of their respective subject and
major premise..it translates a conviction intec an
argument. It elicits a truth which is only implicitly
contained in the major premise. It puts an immediate
fact of consciousness in the form of a syllogistic
reasoning. It resolves an idea into its component parts.
Thus when Spinoza proves the existence of God
ontologically, he does not pretend to arrive at a newly
discovered fact, but rather to restate in formal language
a fact already known.®

Spinoza begins his proof by stating the proposition (#11)
under consideration. It reads, "God, or substance consisting
of infinite attributes, each of which expresses eternal and

infinite essence, necessarily exists."” He then offers the

* 1Ibid, pp.174-175

7 The Ethics, pg.37, proposition #11. It can be argued that
here Spinoza is at his most circular, for proposition 11 is almost
identical to definition #6, with the only new information being
that God necessarily exists. Since he has already proved that
substance must exist (prop.#7) and by definition #6 God is
substance, it already follows that God must exist, merely from the
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four proofs, which Wolfson summarizes in syllogistic form as

follows

Proof #1: If we have a clear and distinct idea of
God as a being whose essence involves existence, then God
is immediately perceived by us to exist.

But we have a clear and distinct idea of God as a
being whose essence involves existence.

Therefore, God is immediately perceived by us to
exist.?

Proof #2: If we have a clear and distinct idea of
God as a being whose existence is necessary by his own
nature, then God is immediately perceived by us to exist.

But we have a clear and distinct idea of God as a
being whose existence is necessary by His own nature.

Therefore, God is immediately perceived by us to
exist.”

Proof #3: We have the iuea of the existence of
ourselves as finite beings and we also have the idea of
the existence of God as an infinite being.

There are three possibilities as to the truth of
these ideas.

First, they are both false, and therefore "nothing
exists.”

Second, only the idea of our own existence is true,
and therefore, "there is nothing which necessarily exists
excepting things finite.

Third, both ideas are true, and therefore a "being
absolutely infinite also exists."

The first of these possibilities is to be rejected,
for "we ourselves exist."

The second possibility is to be rejected, for "if,

way Spinoza has defined his terms. In Spinoza’s defense, however,
it is important to remember what Wolfson has said, namely, that
"[Spinoza] does not pretend to arrive at a newly discovered fact,
but rather to restate in formal language a fact already known." 1In
a very real sense, this is the purpose of the entire Ethics - to
restate in the formal language of the geometric method ideas that
are already adequately perceived and therefore true. As far as
Spinoza is concerned, he has already perceived the truth, and he
knows it to be the truth because of his epistemological position
that the mind can immediately recognize the truth of an adequate
idea. The geometric method, therefore, serves merely to help
clarify and explain his thinking, most likely for the benefit of
others who wish to follow his train of thought.

# Wolfson, pg. 184, vol.I
¥ 1bid, pg.199
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therefore, there is nothing which necessarily exists
excepting things finite, it follows that things finite
are more powerful than the absolutely infinite being, and
this (as is self-evident) is absurd."¥

Consequently, the third possibility must be true,
and "therefore the being absolutely infinite, that is to
say, God, necessarily exists."

Proof #4: If we have a clear and distinct idea of
God as a being of the highest power, then God is
immediately perceived by us to exist.

But we have a clear and distinct idea of God as a
being of the highest power.

Therefore, God is immediately perceived by us to
exist.”

Having proved to his satisfacticn that God necessarily
exists, it 1is «child’s play for Spinoza to prove the
equivalence of God tc the one substance. Since by definition
#6 God expresses all the attributes of substance, and by
proposition #11 God necessarily exists, if there existed any
other substance besides God, that substance would have to
explicated through some attribute of God, which would lead to
two different substances having the same attribute, which is
impossible according to proposition #5. Therefore, Spinoza

offers proposition #14, that "There can be, or be conceived,

¥ The absurdity is as follows: If we exist and God does not

exist, then we must exist in ourselves. Therefore, the idea we
have of our own existence is more powerful than the idea we have of
God’s existence. But we have started out with the assumption that
we have an idea of God as infinite and of ourselves as finite.
Hence, a contradiction. (Ibid, pg.206)

¥ Ibid, pp.205-207. Wolfson also points out that this proof
is really a proof from power, and is therefore technically a form
of the cosmological proof (proof from creation) rather than an
ontological proof.

2 Ibid, pg.208. This fourth proof is, according to Wolfson,
merely an ontological version of the previous cosmological proof.
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no other substance but God"" and its corollary that "...God
is one: that is, in the whole universe there is only one
substance, and this is absolutely infinite..."™ i.e. there is
only one substance, it possesses infinite attributes, and that
substance is God."

If God is the only substance that exists, however,
then logic demands that God be identified with the sum-total
of the universe - all objects that are in it, all laws that
run it, all things that happen in it. In short, God is
equivalent to nature! As Spinoza says

Nature herself is the power of God under another

name, and our ignorance of the power of God is co-
extensive with our ignorance of Nature. It is absolute
folly, therefore, to ascribe an event to the power of God
when we know not its natural cause, which is the power of
God.*
This equivalence manifests itself in two distinct ways, for
Spinoza draws a crucial distinction in his conception of
nature - the distinction between natura naturans and natura
naturata. Natura naturans is nature regarded as active, that

which

.«.1s8 in itself and is conceived through itself,6 or
such attributes of substance as express eternal and

¥ The Ethics, pg.39

¥ 1bid, pg.40

¥ Again it can be argued that this whole system is circular,

since the conclusions are evident in the premises Spinoza chooses,
but it is certain that Spinoza did not think this was so, for he
felt he was explaining in logical form what he perceived to be true
(see note 27).

* The Theological-Political Tractate, pg.25
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infinite essence, i.e. God, insofar as he is considered
as a free cause...'

while natura naturata is nature regarded as passive, that
which

..follows from the necessity of God’s nature, or
from any of God’s attributes, or all the modes of God's
attributes, insofar as they are considered things which
are in God, and which can neither be nor conceived
without God.™

God, when identified with natura naturans, refers to the
natural order of the universe, the fundamental laws that make
it work as it does, the laws that cause things to come into
being and to decay. Simply put, Ged “n this sense is the term
we use to describe the natural forces 1n the universe. As
Spinoza says

By the Help of God, I mean the fixed and
unchangeable order of nature or the chain of natural
events: for I have said before and shown elsewhere that
the universal laws of nature, according to which all
things exist and are determined, are only another name
for the eternal decrees of Geod, which always involve
eternal truth and necessity.

So that to say that everything happens
according to natural laws, and to say that everything is
ordained by the decree and ordinance of God is the same
thing. Now...the power in nature is identical with the
power of God, by which alone all things happen and are
determined...¥

While God, as natura naturata, is identified with and bound up
in the things that happen and are determined.

Spinoza can do this because of the nature of the modal

7 spinoza, in Curley, pg.37

» 1hia
¥ The Theological-Political Tractate, pp.44-45
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system he has so painstakingly created. It is not enough to
say that there exists one substance of infinite attributes.
Additionally, it remains to explain what that substance
"does"™, or how its nature is expressed. This expression takes
the form of modes that are expressed through attributes. As
Spinoza made clear in his definitions (see above), an
attribute is the way the intellect perceives substance, while
a mode is the way substance is manipulated into the forms of
finite things. Allison explains the nature of an attribute as
follows

The view which we offer here 1s that attributes can
best be regarded as aspects of substance or perspectives
in terms of which it can be conceived...let us briefly
consider an analogy between the way in which the
intellect perceives substance and the way in which we
ordinarily perceive objects in sense perception. Every
object, it can be claimed, is necessarily perceived from
a certain perspective or point of view. We never simply
perceive the table, but always from the front, behind,
above, etc. The "real table" would only be fully
revealed through the sum of all possible perspectives.
Nevertheless, each distinct perspective does not merely
acquaint us with a property, or even a separable part of
the table, but rather with the table as a table, i.e., as
a distinct, unified entry, albeit perceived from a
particular limited point of view. Much the same can be
said for Spinoza’s attributes. Each of them is
substance, although substance as grasped from a
particular point of view.%

Attributes are then modified, through the modes, to form the
categories and concepts and objects and ideas that make up the
every day world. As Spinoza says about modes

Particular things are nothing but affections of the

attributes of God; that is, modes wherein the attributes
of God find expression in a definite and determinate

“ Aallison, pg.59
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way."

Spinoza then goes into a long discussion about different
types of modes, but for the purposes of this thesis it is
enough to keep in mind that modes simply are the way in which
attributes* "become" the natural order. Thus, by way of
example, take a meteor. It represents several modes of the
attribute of extension. It is made up of matter, matter that
was formed by certain processes and laws. Those laws
represent one type of mode, while the matter itself represents
a different type of mode." The matter has certain
characteristics - motion, color, hardness, all of which
represent mocdes of substance in the attribute of extension.
Some of these modes derive directly from the nature of an
attribute, while some derive from the nature of the modes
themselves. But all eventually derive from attributes, and
therefore all derive from substance, and therefore derive from
God. Because of this, Spinoza can say with perfect confidence
that CGod is one with the universe, and that God is one with
the order and power of nature. This does not mean that
somehow God is mystically one with everything, but that

rather, in the final analysis, all is dependent on God. God

Y The Ethics, pg.49

Specifically, the attributes of thought and extension.
Even though Spinoza held that there were infinite attributes, he
also held that thought and extension were the only ones perceivable
to the human senses and intellect. Allison, pg.59.

< Specifically, an immediate mode and a mediate mode
respectively.
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as natura naturans is one with the fundamental laws of the
universe and "allows"* the universe to exist, while God as
natura naturata provides the substance that makes up the
universe. Properly speaking then, for Spinoza God is to be
directly identified with natura naturans and not natura
naturata. Natura naturata is dependent on God, and made up of
God’s substance, but is not God per se.* Spinoza’s system is
thus a pantheism, but a very sophisticated one - one in which
God makes up all, but in two very distinct, very different
forms. Curley explains this distinction in the following
fashion
...God, considered as free cause (= all of the
attributes of substance), produces and acts on things
other than God (= the modes, both finite and infinite) in
virtue of the laws of his own nature (= the laws of the
attributes which constitute his nature), and that those
things other than God must be understood to follow from
those laws. One of the attributes which constitute the
nature of substance is extension. So we must think of
extension as involving certain laws...we must think of
the attributes as having laws "inscribed in them, as in
their true codes" - and we must think of the infinite
modes of extension , and of particular finite bodies, as
following from those laws.*
All depends on God - active nature, for the laws that make it
up (the laws that are identified with God), and passive

nature, for the modifications of substance that give the laws

“ The universe is necessary, as will be taken up later. God
has no choice or free will when it comes to the universe, so
"allows" should not be understood here to imply choice, thus the
gquotation marks.

% curley, pg.37
% curley, pg.38
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something to act on. God is thus the be all and the end all -
in a very real sense, all that there is, is God.

What’s more, God does not have any choice in any of the
things that God does. God is self-caused, but not free-
willed. "Neither intellect nor will pertain to the nature of
God."Y Because the nature of the divine includes necessary
existence and immediate understanding of that existence, as
soon as God understands, God acts, so that there is no
possibility of God doing anything differently than what God is
already doing. It does not exist even as a possibility, for
if it did, it would be, which would then involve a
contradiction. God simply is, and reality is what it is
necessarily, as it comes directly from the nature of God. As
Spinoza explains it

Proposition 33: Things could not have been produced
by God in any other way or in any other order than is the
case.

Proof: All things have necessarily followed from
the nature of God and have been determined to exist and
to act in a definite way from the necessity of God’s
nature. Therefore if things could have been of a
different nature or been determined to act in a different
way so that the order of Nature would have been
different, then God’s nature, too, could have been other
than it now is, and therefore this different nature would
have had to exist, and consequently there would have been
two or more Gods, which is absurd. Therefore things
could not have been produced by God in any other way or
in any other order than is the case.“

how, as nothing is necessarily true save only by
Divine decree, it is plain that the universal laws of
nature are decrees of God following from the necessity

“ The Ethics, pg.44
“ The Ethics, pg.54
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and perfection of the Divine nature. Hence, any event
happening in nature which contravened nature’s universal
laws, would necessarily also contravene the Divine
decree, nature, and understanding; or if anyone asserted
that God acte in contravention to the laws of nature, he,
ipso facto, would be compelled to assert that God acted
against His own nature - an evident absurdity...Nothing,
then, comes to pass in nature in contravention to her
universal laws, nay, everything agrees with them and
follows from them, for whatsoever comes to pass, comes to
pass by the will and eternal decree of God; that is, as
we have just pointed out, whatever comes to pass, comes
to pass according to laws and rules which involve eternal
necessity and truth; nature, therefore, always observes
laws and rules which involve eternal necessity and truth,
although they may not all be known to us, and therefore
she keeps a fixed and immutable order.®

and
.+..in no way do I subject God to fate, but I
conceive that everything follows with inevitable
necessity from the nature of God, just as all conceive
that it follows from the nature of God himself that He
should understand Himself.¥
Thus, all is necessary, everything is as it must be, and there
is no room for intellect, will or miracles on the part of Ged.
Its very easy to see that this view of God is a far cry
from the traditional theistic concept of God. No wonder
Spincza‘s contemporaries accused him of atheism. No matter
what one thinks of the wvalidity or workability of his
metaphysical system, Spinoza is open to the attack that he has
made a radical break with any usual concept of deity. As
Copleston says
We can argue, if we like, that he [Spinoza] sought

a philosophically tenable concept of God. But the search
ends in sheer naturalism. What Spinoza actually does is

“® The Theological-Political Tractate, pg.83
* correspondence of Spinoza, pg.347
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to present a certain view of the world or the universe.
To call the world ‘God’ is an idiosyncracy on his part.
It does not alter the plain fact that the world is the
world and not at all what is commonly understood by the
term God...Talk about God really confuses the issue. For
it obscures the fact that Spinocza is thinking in purely
naturalistic terms. In ordinary language ‘'God’ signifies
a supernatural being. In Spinoza‘s philosophy the
supernatural is conspicuous by its absence. Whatever
therefore he himself may have thought, with his religious
upbringing and 1living, as he did, at a time when
theological themes were still living issues, his system
really demands that the word ‘God’ should be eliminated
from it. The situation would then be clarified rather
than obfuscated."

Two things mitigate against Copleston’s conclusion however.
In the first place, Spinoza himself certainly thought that
references to God were necessary and was perfectly willing to
admit that he had come up with a radically different (although
in his opinion correct) view of God. Spinoza in no way
considered himself an atheist and was convinced that God
existed. As Copleston himself says

...1t is perhaps worth drawing attention...to...
[Spinoza’s] endeavour to develop a view of God and of the
relation between God and the world which would be, in his
opinion, philosophically justified. The working out of
this view is found indeed in the system. But behind the
system lies Spinoza‘’s rejection of the traditional
beliefs instilled into him in childhood, coupled with his
lasting conviction that the word ‘God’ is not devoid of
reference. Whatever other people may have done, Spinoza
certainly did not regard himself as an atheist...there is
no good reason for thinking that his talk about ‘God’ was
insincere. He indignantly rejected the accusation that
his aim was to "teach atheism by hidden and disquised
arguments." He regarded himself as explaining the ‘real’
meaning (reference) of the word ‘God’."%

In the second place, Spinoza uses God as a term to refer

' cCopleston in Mandelbaum, pg.228

2 I1bid, pg.227
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to the ground of being, a function that God serves in many
different philosophic systems. True, Spinoza’s God is not a
supernatural God, nor a personal God, but that does not mean
that Spinoza’s God is incapable of serving as the ground of
being. Spinoza’s God cannot fill the role of a theistic Geod,
but it does allow for an understanding of reality as a whole
and offers a principle for the intelligibility of that
reality, as well as a means to explain why it exists. Thus,
even though Spinoza’'s system is a naturalism, it is a
naturalism with purpose. And, as Curly says,

...1t makes a great deal of sense to think of these
fundamental laws of nature as God. Once we give up the
pseudo-explanation involved 1in explaining the most
fundamental laws of nature in terms of the will of an
omnipotent person, those laws do provide the ultimate
explanation of events in the world, in the sense that
once we have led events back to those laws, there is no
further that we can go. They are also ultimate in a
deeper sense, in that there are logical reasons why we
should not expect to be able to go further...Once you
have led your explanation of physical laws back to a
principle dealing with all bodies, without qualification,
there can be no more fundamental principle that will
explain that principle...If this is correct, then we can
look on the fundamental laws of nature not only as
principles which explain whatever happens in nature, but
also as principles which themselves could not, by their
very nature, be explained by anything else. I think
Spinoza would have regarded that as sufficient ground for
thinking that they must be self-explanatory. That
everything which exists must have a reason or cause why
it exists is one of his deepest assumptions...If the
fundamental laws of nature can’‘t, precisely because they
are so fundamental, be explained by anything else, then
we must regard them as self-explanatory. There is, and
could have been, nothing other than the fundamental laws
themselves which caused them to be what they are. So
there is, and could have been, nothing which, had it been
different, would have led to their being different...They
coculd not have been otherwise. This gives a reasonable
sense to the notion of God as a self-sufficient,
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necessary being..."

Spinoza then, like Kaplan, is a naturalist, in that he
accepts the findings of science as describing the working of
the universe. Unlike Kaplan, however, Spinoza does not
conceive of God as merely a functional idea, to be interpreted
anew in every day and age. Spinoza‘’s God is a very real
being, albeit not a supernatural nor theistic one. God is the
one substance that makes up the universe, and is the principle
that insures that reality is intelligible and understandable,
Twe naturalistic theologians, but two totally different
conceptions of Gecd, a difference that will lead to great
parallels and great discontinuities in their respective

approaches to religious life.

curley, pp.43-45
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Chapter 6: Spinoza on Ethics and Soteria'

As has been alluded to earlier, the particular concept of
God that a thinker has determines much about that thinker’s
position on other issues. A person committed to the idea of
a theistic God who has infallibly revealed His or Her will
naturally feels that such a revelation provides the last word
on many issues, often including, but not limited to, ethics,
soteria, and ritual. The ethical is what the theistic God
says is ethical. Soteria is achieved by living in concert
with the will of God (ritual and ethics) and th:reby receiving
the awards of such living (in some systems, a blessed life, in
others, an eternal after-life, in others a combination of
both) .? Ir, a2 naturalistic system, since there 1is no
supernatural Deity who has revealed His or Her will, there can

be no reference to a supernatural being as a source of either

: Soteria, a term borrowed from Reines, is defined as

"ultimate, meaningful existence." It is a state that can only be
known through intuition and achieved by introspection. It is a
state in which the human being finds living to be worthwhile and
fulfilling. The state 1is such that 1living carries its own
justification - life is so worthwhile that it is a self-evident
proposition that one should keep on living and that living has
value and meaning. It is a state such that when one is in it, one
would rather be than not be. It is a state in which one does not
ask, "why being - why not nothingness?" The state itself is the
answer. Existence is its own purpose. It doesn’t require pleasure
or happiness (but often includes them both), and is roughly
equivalent to more traditional terms such as bliss, summun bonum,
"the good life", etc. (more specifically, soteria is the result of
living the "good life").

! This list is in no way intended to provide an exhaustive
list of the possibilities. The point however, is valid - in a
theistic system, the will of the deity will be the final arbiter of
all.
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ethical behavior or soteria. Thus, a naturalistic thinker
must find some other way to ground the ethical and soterial
system that he espouses. Spinoza and Kaplan both face this
problem, and this chapter and the next will explore the means
that each thinker uses to justify their ethical and soterial
systems, for both are willing to argue that there is such a
thing as ethics and that soteria is indeed possible for the
human being. The two subjects are treated together because in
‘both systems, the goal of soteria is what justifies ethics -
for both thinkers, the human ability (however limited it might
be) to achieve soteria is inextricably bound up in the ethical
life, as will be made clear.

Spinoza makes it clear from the outset that he will be
able to derive his ideas of ethics and soteria from the same
metaphysical system that allowed him to derive his naturalist
concept of God. After all, the name of his most famous work
is The Ethics, and a2s Allison says

The last three parts of the Ethics really form a
unity, and together they contain what, broadly speaking,
can be characterized as Spinoza’s moral philosophy. This
encompasses an analysis of the human emotions and how men
are subject to them; an account of the nature of human
virtue, or ethics in the narrow sense of the term, which
includes both the presentation of rational rules for
living and an analysis of the "good life"; and a theory
of human blessedness, which provides a philosophical
alternative to the traditional religious doctrine of
salvation.?

Since Spinoza was committed to a naturalist interpretation of

the world, and felt that there was but one substance expressed

' Ailison, pg.118
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through infinite attributes and modes

The problem for Spinoza...was to construct an
alternative theory...a theory that would recognize that
man was a part of nature, as subject to laws as any other
part of nature, a theory which would explain human
affects without invoking occult causes, a theory which
would deal with the troublesome problem of the
individual’s relationship to the society of which he is
a part, would explain why the individual must sometimes
subordinate his prima facie interests as an individual to
the interests of the whole, and explain what the limits
on that subordination are, but also a theory which, while
acknowledging the limits to control, would explain how
men might control their affects.*

Spinoza begins his exposition with the idea that the
human being possesses no free will = that freedom of the will
is merely an illusion. As Wolfson says

Our virtues and vices, [Spinoza] is to argue, are
not voluntary, our actions do not originate in ourselves,
and hence we are not to be praised for our virtues nor
blamed for our vices.®

Spinoza can make this claim because of the unigue way he views
the interaction between the body and the mind

...mind and body - are one and the same individual
thing, conceived now under the attribute of Thought and
now under the attribute of Extension...®

Since mind and body are one and the same thing (just conceived
through a different attribute), it makes no sense to speak of
a determined body combined with a free, undetermined will.

Rather, both are determined, and in exactly the same way, for

as the body is determined by natural law under the attribute

4

Curley, pg.1l06

 Wolfson, vol.II, pg.223

® The Ethics, pg.81
93



of extension, so too is the mind under the attribute of
thought. As Curley explains

[Spinoza] deduces that the mind has no absolute or
free will by appealing to the mind’s status as a
determinate mode of the attribute of thought, and the
general proposition that all determinate modes of any
attribute must be determined by prior determinate modes
of that attribute in a causal sequence which extends to
infinity.’

Since the mind is determined by prior modes, it simply can’t
possess free will.

At this point, some would argue that Spinoza is simply
wrong, and that everyday experience provides ample examples of
the exercise of free will. Not true, says Spinoza. In fact,
everyday experience shows just the opposite. As Allison
explains

But what about our ordinary experience? Does this
not provide ample evidence of the mind’s ability to
exercise control over the body? Again Spinoza'’s answer
is a categorical no. "Experience,™ he points out
sarcastically, "abundantly shows that men can govern
anything more easily than their tongues, and restrain
anything more easily than their appetites.™ Moreover,
people only tend to believe that they are free in regard
to their moderate appetites and desires which they are
able to control, but not with regard to their stronger
desires and more violent appetites, which often prove
irresistible. Yet this distinction is illusory, and it
stems from an ignorance of true causes. The truth of the
matter...is that there simply is no such thing as a
volition or mental decision distinct from a bodily
appetite, through which an individual either resists or
yields to that appetite. On the contrary, he asserts: "A
mental decision and a bodily appetite, or determined
state, are simultaneous, or rather are one and the same
thing, which we call decision, when it is regarded under
and explained through the attribute of thought, and a
conditioned state, when it is regarded under the
attribute of extension, and deduced from the laws of

7 curley, pg.79
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motion and rest."f
Clearly then, for Spinoza there is nn free will.

So far, all of Spinoza’s conclusions follow logically
from his view of the nature of reality. If all that is
follows necessarily from the nature of God and if all that is
is exactly how it must and necessarily be, it makes perfect
sense that human action also behaves in this way. At this
point, however, Spinoza runs into a difficulty. How can one
realistically speak of ethics and soteria? If everything a
human being does is determined, and human beings have no
volition, how can one pass judgements on human behavior? It
makes no sense whatsoever to speak of right and wrong and good
and bad and of soterial living in a framework which does not
allow for choice. How can an action be called ethical or
otherwise, if the being who engaged in the action had no
choice in the matter? It makes about as much sense as calling
an earthquake or a tornado immoral or unethical. Natural
forces, as well as human actions, simply are - they are
determined by antecedent conditions, and to label them good or
bad is simply meaningless.

Spinoza, of course, is aware of this difficulty. As he
says

I confess that some profane men...may, from what I
have said, assume a licence to sin, and without any
reason, at the simple dictates of their lusts conclude

that Scripture is everywhere faulty and falsified...but
such men are beyond the reach of help, for nothing, as

* Allison, pg.123
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the proverb has it, can be so rightly said that it cannot
be twisted into wrong. Those who wish to give reign to
their 1lusts are at no loss for an excuse...Human
nature...has always been the same, and in every age
virtue has been exceedingly rare.’

For the truth is that Spinoza feels that he has found a way
around this problem - that there is in fact a way to say that
an action is good or bad and that it is indeed possible to
create conditions for soterial living. He is able to do this
because of two critical concepts in his philosophy - conatus
and the distinction he draws between the two types of
necessity. Conatus is defined as follows

...conatus [is) the striving for self-preservation
which Spinoza sees as animating all of nature.'

The conatus of a thing is simply its effort to
persist in its own being. This effort pertains to the
nature of every finite mode, and in man, who is conscious
of such an effort, it becomes the desire for self-
preservation...Since nothing internal or intrinsic to a
thing can destroy it, and since it is naturally opposed
to anything taking away its existence, it can perfectly
well be said that "everything, in so far as it 1is 1in
itself, endeavours to persist 1in 1its own being"
(Prop.VI)...[The] description of essence fits perfectly
a thing‘’s conatus, and thus Spinoza can conclude: "The
endeavour, wherewith everything endeavours to persist in
its own being, is nothing else but the actual essence of
the thing in question” (Prop.VII). Moreover, precisely
because it constitutes the essence of the thing, this
endeavor does not last for a determinate period of time,
but continues for as 1long as the thing endures
(Prop.vIII)."

Simply put, conatus is the driving force of preservation, a

force that Spinoza believes all things share, a force that is

° The Theological-Political Tractate, pg.166
" curley, pg.87
" Allison, pp.125-126
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intrinsic to the very essence of an entity, and this concept,
when connected with Spinoza’s idea of the two types of
necessity, will allow Spinoza to construct an ethical and
soterial theory."

To see how Spinoza does this, it is first necessary to
explain the distinction Spinoza draws between two ways of
understanding necessity. There 1s necessary because of an
external cause (the pool stick hits the cue ball causing it to
hit the other ball etc...) and there is necessary because the
nature of one’s essence demands such and such (God exists
necessarily because the nature of God is to exist - God is
therefore necessary for Spinoza, but not determined or caused
by anything else). The first type of necessary is determined
by something outside the entity, and therefore the entity is
merely passive, responding to the demands of the environment.
The second type of necessary, however, allows for a type of
freedom, for the only cause of the action is the essence of
the entity itself, The entity is thus self-caused, and
performs its action only because it is its nature to do so -
nothing else forces it to do so. The entity is still not free
in the traditional sense, for its actions are still necessary,
but the cause of its actions in the second case is its own
essence rather than anything external to it, so in one sense

the entity is free (free from the casual effects of other

? Some of the objections to the doctrine of conatus will be

taken up at the end of the chapter.
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entities - it is in exactly this sense that Spinoza refers to
God as a "free" cause). By combining this idea with the idea
of conatus, Spinoza is able to argue for a theory of human
freedom and to justify the ethical and soterial life. When
the human being acts in harmony with his conatus, the human
being is "free", for his acts are self-caused, and they can be
described as ethical, for they are in harmony with his essence
(how this complex dynamic works will be made clear later on).
As Parkinson explains

Spinoza argues that it follows from what he has said
that a man’s actions, whether of mind or of body,
are necessitated’. It is important to see exactly what
this means. Spinoza says that a thing may be called
‘necessary’ in either of two ways: ‘either by virtue of
its essence, or by virtue of its cause’. A thing which
is necessary by virtue of its essence is one whose
existence ‘follows necessarily from its essence or
definition’; it may also be defined as that whose nature
is such that it would imply a contradiction for it not to
exist. A thing which is necessary by virtue of its cause
is something which ‘follows necessarily from a given
efficient cause’ - or rather...from a given external
cause. A thing which is necessitated by an external
cause, or ‘determined by something else to exist and
operate in a certain and determinate way’ is called by
Spinoza ‘necessary, or rather compelled’...It now has to
be seen how all this applies to human actions. It seems
to be Spinoza’s view that human actions are necessary in
both of the ways described. He regards every human
action as having an external cause; for the human being,
like everything else which is ‘finite and has a
determinate existence’ is determined to existence and to
action by another cause. This means, then, that each act
of a human being is ‘necessary, or rather compelled’. So
much is clear; but it may be wondered how a human act can
be necessary in the other sense...Here the notion of
conatus plays an important part...[there are] two types
of causality in Spinoza; one of these is conatus, which
is referred to when Spinoza says that the force by which
each thing perseveres in existence follows from the
eternal necessity of the nature of God. This force,
then, does not come into existence because of some other
finite thing; it exists because God exists and acts.
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Nor, (insofar as it is in itself) is it determined to
action by some other thing. 1In short, insofar as an
action follows from conatus it is necessary, but it is
not determined from o~utside, i.e. it is not
compelled...It seems then that a man’s actions are
necessitated in two ways - through his own conatus, and
through external causes."

Spinoza then goes on to say how an act motivated by
conatus can be understood to be free. In Parkinson’s words

If ‘x is free’ is taken to mean ‘x can act in some
way other than that in which x actually does act’, then
it follows from what Spinoza has said that no man is
free. However, Spinoza defines freedom in another way.
He says: "That thing is called "free" which exists from
the necessity of its nature alone, and is determined to
action by itself alone"...It is here, however, that the
importance of the notion of conatus appears. It has
already been noted that, insofar as an action follows
from conatus, it is not determined by an external cause.
To this must be added the fact that, for Spinoza, a mode
(such as a man) is not the source of its own
activities...Rather, the conatus with which each thing,
insofar as it is itself, endeavours to persevere in its
own being is really God’s conatus. This is not something
outside the mode, as another mode is; the mode is a mode
of God, and its conatus is God’s conatus. Hence, insofar
as a man’s acts follow from conatus, he can be properly
called ‘free’...what Spinoza is saying is related to the
familiar point that it is one thing to assess a person’s
conduct in terms of the reasons for it, and another to
assess it in terms of its causes. If the assessment is
made in the latter way, then (according to Spinoza) there
can be no question of an act’s being free; every act is
determined externally, and therefore it is compelled.
But if a man’s acts are assessed in the former way, then
it may be correct to say that they are free: namely, if
the reasons for the acts are good reasons, i.e. if the
acts are genuinely rational. It will be noted that, for
Spinoza, to be free is not something negative, in the
sense that a free act is one which is not determined;
rather, to be free is to be determined, but determined by
the laws of one’s essential humanity, which are the laws
of reason.™

B Pparkinson, in Mandelbaum, pp.20-21
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Since in this sense a man can be free, and act in accordance
with the dictates of reason (which follow from the conatus)
Spinoza now possesses a framework in which to construct a
theory of ethics and soteria.

Spinoza begins his theory by describing the role played
by reason in expressing the conatus of man. As Allison
explains

The key to Spinoza’s reformulation of the basic
moral concepts is the undeniable fact that while all men
are determined by nature to seek their own preservation
and happiness, not all men are equally adept at attaining
these goals. In fact, most men for Spinoza, as for
Thoreau, "lead lives of quiet desperation.™ This is
simply because they are slaves of their passions, and
hence not in contreol of their lives (not free). We can
therefore set before ourselves an ideal of 1life or
standard of human perfection, and this will be that type
of character and mode of living through which man is most
in control of his life and best able to preserve his
being. Such a life will be that of the "free man.""

This ideal of life, or standard of human perfection, can only
be defined in terms of what one knows for sure toc be good or
bad - things that either hinder or help the conatus. Spinoza
can thus say with perfect confidence
By ‘good’ I understand here every kind of pleasure
and furthermore whatever 1is conducive theretc, and
especially whatever satisfies a longing of any sort. By
‘bad’ I understand every kind of pain, and especially
that which frustrates a longing.'®

and that

It is clear from the above considerations that we do
not endeavor, will, seek after or desire because we judge
a thing to be good. On the contrary, we judge a thing to

5 Allison, pg.132

' The Ethics, pg.127
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be ?POd because we endeavor, will, seek after, and