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Spinozistic Selves

ABSTRACT: Spinoza’s Ethics promises a path for sweeping personal transformations,
but his accounts face two sets of overarching problems. The first concerns his
peculiar metaphysics of action and agents; the second his apparent neglect of the
very category of persons. Although these are somewhat distinct concerns, they
have a common, unified solution in Spinoza’s system that is philosophically rich
and interesting, both in its own right and in relation to contemporary work in
moral philosophy. After presenting the core of the problem facing Spinoza’s
action theory, I turn to his overlooked account of selves, one that can be
illuminated by contemporary work on so-called deep-self theories. I then show
how Spinoza’s distinctive account of selves prevents his action theory from
collapsing into metaphysical incoberence, and conclude with an implication for
Spinoza’s broader account of transformation.

KEYWORDS: Spinoza, self, early modern, Frankfurt, agency, action theory,
metaphysics

Agents and Selves: Two Problems, One Solution

Spinoza’s Ethics promises a path for sweeping personal transformations: from
bondage to freedom, foolishness to wisdom, weakness to empowerment, fear to
love, passivity to activity, even corruptibility to eternality. Spinoza’s accounts of
such personal transformations face two sets of overarching problems. The first
concerns his peculiar metaphysics of action and agents; the second his apparent
neglect of the very category of persons. Although these are somewhat distinct
worries, they have a unified solution in Spinoza’s system that is philosophically
rich in its own right and in relation to contemporary work in moral philosophy.
Spinoza’s metaphysics of actions and agents provides the foundation for his
accounts of moral improvement in the Ethics, but that action theory faces
significant internal worries. Although some of the problems have been recognized
by others, the general structure of the problem facing Spinoza’s action theory has
been overlooked. This has led interpreters to miss a promising parallel that
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Spinoza draws between his action theory and his equally striking causal theory, a
parallel that points us toward his main, also overlooked, solution.

After laying out these problems and parallels in the first section, I turn to another
instance of apparent neglect, this time within Spinoza’s own ontology: the category
of persons or selves. For all of Spinoza’s calls to personal transformation, it is
noteworthy that he never offers a formal account of selves, and he has been
accused of outright excluding selves and associated first-person features (such as
subjectivity, perspective, qualia, or even finitude tout court) from what he takes to
be the true, sub specie aeternitatis account of the world.

However, I argue in section two that Spinoza actually has an interesting account
of selves, one that can be illuminated by contemporary deep-self theories. I also
contend that Spinoza’s distinctive account of selves prevents his action theory
from collapsing into metaphysical incoherence. I conclude with an implication of
all this for Spinoza’s broader account of personal transformation.

1. Actions and Agents

Spinoza outlines the core of his action theory in Ethics part III, which serves as the
bridge between the metaphysics of parts I and II and the applied ethics of parts IV
and V. His account is built on a contrast between actions and agents, on the one
hand, and passions and patients, on the other. Although he defines his main
categories in causal and conceptual terms, I focus on the causal versions:

I'say that we act [agere] when something happens, in us or outside us, of
which we are the adequate cause, that is (by 3d1), when something in us
or outside us follows from our nature, [an effect] which can be clearly
and distinctly understood through our nature alone. On the other
hand, I say that we are acted on [pati] when something happens in us
or follows from our nature, of which we are only a partial cause. [IIId2]

By affect I understand affections of the body by which the body’s power
of acting is increased or diminished, aided or restrained, and the same
time, the ideas of these affections. Therefore, if we can be [possimus]
the adequate cause of any of these affections, I understand by the
affect an action; otherwise it is a passion. [lIld3, emphasis original

Before digging into the details, there is a small translation issue worth flagging.
Modern English lacks a simple word for pati, the Latin counterpart of to act
(agere). English translators have been forced to awkwardly state Spinoza’s clean
agerelpati distinction as a difference between ‘acting’ versus ‘being acted on’
(Curley 1985) or ‘being active’ versus ‘being passive’ (Shirley 2002). But the main
difference between these categories for Spinoza is not the difference between being
a cause versus being an effect, as if an action is just something I do and a passion
is just something done to me. Spinoza’s distinction is entirely within the category
of being a cause, and the main difference is between something I do all by myself
versus something I do with the contributions of others, which can include past
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external causal influences on me. This is reinforced in other passages like Illp3s and
IVApp2, and Spinoza even uses Scholastic language of concursus, or cooperative
causing, to characterize the passion/pati category (Ilpr3s, G 1I/97). This
clarification will become important later, so I will be explicit: the domain of an
individual’s actions and passions includes only those changes for which the
individual is causally responsible to at least some degree.

These definitions suggest that an individual body or mind is an agent of a change
just in case it is entirely causally responsible for its occurrence, in which case the
change is an action performed by that agent. By contrast, we could say that an
individual is a patient of a change if it is only partially responsible for its
occurrence, in which case the change is a passion of that patient. But Spinoza
denies that finite individuals are ever fully causally responsible for their effects
(Ip28). It would follow that no finite thing is ever an agent, which suggests that
being fully causally responsibility for an effect is an unachievably high standard for us.

Spinoza usually prefers scalar accounts whenever he can have them, part of what
Don Garrett (2008: 19—20) calls Spinoza’s ‘incremental naturalism’. In the case of
actions, Spinoza is often interested in the comparative degree to which an
individual is active or passive with respect to a change (Illp3; llIp3s; IVPrefz;
Vp40), which suggests that his definitions of actions and agents could be
construed in scalar terms as well. We could say that an individual mind or body is
an agent of a change to the non-zero extent to which the individual is causally
responsible for it; to that extent, the change is an action of that agent. By contrast,
an individual is a patient of a change that it contributes to bringing about to the
extent to which it is not responsible for its occurrence. (For ease of expression,
I use mostly the non-scalar versions in this section, though the same problems can
be expressed using scalar versions.)

Spinoza’s focus in IIId3 concerns a special class of actions, namely affective
actions. These are changes in an individual’s degree of power for which the
individual is causally responsible. Although Spinoza is usually interested in such
increases in power when he discusses moral transformations, an individual’s
actions need not be limited to only affective actions, since individuals can be
causally responsible for more than just changes in their own power. The same is
true for passions, even though we typically think of passions as purely internal
states akin to emotions. But nothing in principle limits an individual’s passions to
affective passions, and Spinoza sometimes characterizes an individual’s
non-affective changes as actions and passions (Illpt; Illp3).

Spinoza’s framework implies that actions and passions are subject-relative in
various ways. For example, on the scalar version, an individual can be more or
less an agent of a change, depending on how much causal responsibility she bears
for it. An individual can also be both an agent and a patient relative to different
effects, and one individual might produce more effects by itself than another, in
virtue of which it could be classified as more active than the other.

Those kinds of relativity seem innocuous. However, Spinoza appears to think that
actions and passions exhibit another kind of variability that is much harder to
understand. He suggests that a particular change that is a passion for an
individual can also be an action for the same individual. Admittedly, Spinoza
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sometimes uses a subjunctive mood to make this point (IIld3), in which case maybe
he means only that what is actually a passion for an individual could have been an
action instead (Marshall 2012: 148-49). This would be less odd, even if
counterfactuals are generally tricky to evaluate for Spinoza.

But Spinoza also uses the indicative mood, such as in [Vps59: ‘to every action to
which we are determined from an affect which is a passion, we can [possumus] be
determined by reason, without that affect’ (see also Vpas, G [1/283). It is tempting
to render even indicative claims like this differently, perhaps as a claim about
types rather than tokens of passions, or as a hidden subjunctive about what could
have determined us (though, as a matter of fact, did not), or as an epistemic modal
about what we can know about what determines us. For an unvarnished reading
implies that a token change that is passion can also be an action for the same
individual. But given the way Spinoza constructed his categories in IIld2—3, this
would involve a strange variability in causal structure. An individual that is
merely a partial cause of an event can also be, in some sense, the complete cause
of that same event.

But how could that be? Facts about causal responsibility seem to be invariant and
binary facts about the structure of the world. Either an individual is the sole cause of
a particular event or it is not; surely it cannot be both. This might seem a sufficient
reason to abandon the unvarnished reading, but I later show how to make good
sense of Spinoza’s surprising indicative. For now, I will let it stand as a potential
worry, which I label the CAUSAL PROBLEM OF AGENCY:

CAUSAL PROBLEM OF AGENCY: an individual can be both an agent and a patient with
respect to the same change.

There were neighboring disputes among Scholastics about the individuation of
actions and passions (Lowe 2018), but it was taken as obvious by those
disputants that at least in cases of non-immanent changes, the agent and patient
were different individuals. That non-identity is what generated the Scholastic
debates in the first place, as it was not immediately clear how many events a given
action/passion involved and in which of the subjects the relational accident(s)
inhered. In fact, when Descartes endorses the consensus view that a token action
and passion are one and the same event (Schickel 2o011), he points out that this
identity holds despite the obvious nonidentity of the agent and patient (Descartes
1985: 328). So Spinoza would be in unchartered territory here.

It gets weirder. Spinoza lays out a strategy for ethical improvement in part V, one
that promises greater contentment, happiness, blessedness, and even a kind of
salvation (Vp36s). Part of this strategy centers on converting one’s passions into
actions, a change that is supposed to be somewhat within our power: ‘We can
devise no other remedy for the affects which depends on our power and is more
excellent than this’ (Vpgs, 1I/283-84). Spinoza promises that by becoming
more active, we thereby become more perfect (Vp40), more virtuous (Vp2os),
more satisfied (Vp27), wiser (Vp42s), more blessed (Vp42), and more God-like
(Vpr7). In short, Spinoza thinks not only that a particular passion can become an
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action for an individual, but also that individuals have moral motivations to convert
their passions into actions as much and as often as they can.

How do we accomplish this? Spinoza claims that ‘an affect which is a passion
ceases to be a passion as soon as we form a clear and distinct idea of it’ (Vp3).
That is, by forming a clear and distinct representation of a change for which an
individual had been only partially responsible, the individual converts that change
from a passion into an action. There are at least two glaring problems with this
strategy.

For one, it seems that the relevant change—the event of which an individual had
been only a partial cause—has already happened when she goes about converting it
into an action. The representational conversion Spinoza proposes is
backward-looking. He is not saying, ‘Henceforth, be more causally responsible for
new changes!” He appears to be claiming that individuals can now become more
causally responsible for, more active with respect to, a change that has already
occurred. But that seems to involve changing the causal structure of the past.

As with the CAUSAL PROBLEM, one might take this to motivate a less straightforward
reading of Spinoza’s claim in Vp3, but for now, I present it as another potential
problem, the TEMPORAL PROBLEM OF AGENCY:

TEMPORAL PROBLEM OF AGENCY: an individual can now change the causal structure of
the past.

Ever vigilant, Jonathan Bennett (1984: 336) notices the apparent temporal upshot
of Spinoza’s account and calls bullshit:

But really it is nonsense, for no one could possibly acquire an adequate
idea of an event after it has occurred. If x now exists and is a passion in
me, then its cause y was [partially| outside my body; so [the idea of y]
was [partially] outside my mind, and thus [the idea of x] is inadequate
in my mind. And that’s that! I can no more make [the idea of x]
adequate by bringing it about that the idea of (y) was inside my mind
than I can become royal by altering who my parents were. The
absurdity remains if we set aside adequate ideas and attend merely to
the notion of turning a passion into an action. That means making a
change in what the cause of the event was, and once the event has
occurred it is too late for that.

It was unusually generous of Bennett to set aside the role of representations in
this conversion process. For how can passions become actions through mere
representational shifts? This points to a second glaring problem with Spinoza’s
proposal. His call to become more active and more powerful is not primarily a call to
do (in our sense) more, to bring about more and different effects than had previously
been brought about. He is not offering the advice of a liberal arts guidance
counselor: seek out new opportunities! Take up kitesurfing, biology, Russian literature.

Rather, the process of becoming more active involves representing oneself and
one’s effects differently. In Vp3 (quoted above), Spinoza claims that by more
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clearly and distinctly representing an affective change, that change thereby
becomes more of an action, and therefore more virtuous. As he explains in the
corollary, “The more an affect is recognizable [notior] to us, then, the more it is
in our power and the less the mind is acted on by it’. Spinoza’s advice is more
like that of a therapist: think more clearly about yourself, and by changing how
you represent yourself, you can thereby become more active and more of agent
with respect to the very same changes.

But this is yet another strange proposal when combined with Spinoza’s
causal account of actions and agents. It implies that facts about causal
responsibility for changes are sometimes sensitive to how the change is thought
about, and it is unclear why the world’s causal structure should be sensitive to
such representational shifts. I call this the REPRESENTATIONAL PROBLEM OF AGENCY:

REPRESENTATIONAL PROBLEM OF AGENCY: an individual can convert a passion into an
action by representing it differently.

Previous interpreters have noticed some of these concerns and have offered partial
solutions, though none have pinpointed what I think is the underlying structural
problem facing Spinoza’s account. For but one recent example, Colin Marshall
(2012) addresses what I call the REPRESENTATIONAL PROBLEM by arguing that,
according to Spinoza, an individual converts passions into actions by first
representing them as passions and then her shifting attention to more general
truths about that passion. (Marshall also provides a critical summary of previous
attempts to answer Bennett’s particular objections.) But while this provides a
psychologically astute reading of Vp3, Marshall’s account does not readily
generalize to cover the more metaphysical problems I have indicated, and it
overlooks the key step of internalization that, as I argue in the next section, is at
the heart of Spinoza’s conversion strategy.

The underlying worry uniting these different agency problems is that in his
metaphysics, Spinoza ties facts about actions and agents to the world’s causal
structure, but when discussing moral improvement, he implies that this causal
structure can vary, depending partly on how it is represented. That definitely
sounds odd, perhaps odd enough to motivate an alternative reading of those
previously cited passages. But when the underlying problem is expressed this way,
Spinoza aficionados might instead perk up. After all, the thesis that the world’s
causal structure can vary, depending on how it is considered, is a hauntingly
familiar refrain from another part of Spinoza’s metaphysics.

Here is a quick refresher for non-aficionados. Spinoza thinks there exists only
one substance—call it ‘God’ or call it ‘Nature’. This sole substance causes both
physical and mental effects. Furthermore, each individual state of substance—
what Spinoza calls a ‘mode’—also causes both physical and mental effects. And
yet, Spinoza thinks that only mental things can affect mental things and that no
mental thing can have any physical effects (and mutatis mutandis for physical
things). Put differently, Spinoza thinks that minds and bodies are entirely
causally isolated from each other (Illp2), despite the fact that each mind is
identical with some body and vice versa (Ilp7s; lIp21s). By simple substitution,
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it seems to follow that a mind both is and is not the cause of some physical change,
which looks incoherent.

Spinoza’s solution is to argue that whether a thing causes mental or physical effects
depends partly on how that thing is conceived or considered. “The modes of each
attribute have God for their cause only insofar as [quatenus| God is considered
under the attribute of which they are modes, and not insofar as he is considered
under any other attribute’ (Ilp6). Spinoza relativizes differences in kinds of causal
structures—mental versus physical—to the attribute under which an individual is
conceived. Conceived under the attribute of extension, an individual causes only
physical effects; conceived as thinking, that same individual does not cause any
extended effects. More abstractly, Spinoza preserves the identity of individuals across
seemingly incompatible causal variations by (1) tying causal variability to attribute
variability and (2) tying attribute variability to changes in the ways individuals are
conceived. As Spinoza expresses the resulting picture, ‘the thinking substance and the
extended substance are one and the same substance, which is now comprehended
under this attribute, now under that. So also a mode of extension and the idea of
that mode are one and the same thing, but expressed in two ways’ (Ilp7s).

Although this compressed account of the mind-body case in Spinoza is
controversial (see Newlands 2018: 42—55 for elaboration and defense), it points to
an intriguing parallel with the agency case. For Spinoza also ties the agency status
of an individual to how that individual is considered, sometimes using the very
same language that he employs in the mind-body case. For example, Spinoza
concludes that ‘the passions are not related to the mind except insofar as
quatenus] it has something which involves a negation, or insofar as it is
considered as [sive quatenus comsideratur] a part of Nature which cannot be
perceived clearly and distinctly through itself without others’ (Illp3s). That is,
whether or not a particular change is a passion or an action for a mind depends
partly on how that mind is considered (here, whether or not it is considered in
relation to external causes). He repeats this variability in Part V: ‘In this way, all
the appetites, or desires, are passions only insofar as [quatenus| they arise from
inadequate ideas, and are counted as [accensentur| virtues when they are aroused
or generated by adequate ideas’ (Vpg4s, G 11/283).

Expressions like ‘quatenus consideratur’ repeat Spinoza’s wording in IIpé
concerning mental and physical causal variability. Spinoza’s quatenus operator,
especially when paired with some form of conceptus, is often part of his general,
realism-preserving strategy for relativizing variations without undercutting identity
(Newlands 2018: 43—44). So perhaps in his action theory, Spinoza is similarly
claiming that the very same change could be an action and a passion for the same
individual, depending on how the individual and the change is considered or
conceived.

This parallel is strengthened in IVp59d:

Any action is called [dicitur] evil insofar as it arises from the fact that we
have been affected with hate or with some evil affect (see IVp45ct). But
no action, considered in itself, is good or evil. . .instead, one and the same
action is now good, now evil. Therefore, to the same action which is now
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evil, or which arises from some evil affect, we can be (by IVp19) led by
reason. (G II/2 55, emphasis mine)

Spinoza’s ‘now . . . now’ wording echoes his claims from Ilp7s about the identity of
substance and the identities of its modes across causal and attribute differences.
In that vein, Spinoza seems to be claiming in IVps9d that the source of one and
the same change can be considered in different ways, a conceptual shift that
corresponds to genuine variation: the same change can be a passion or an action
of the same individual, depending on how the causal history of the change is
considered (here, whether in relation to ‘some evil affect’ or ‘reason’).

Spinoza then illustrates this conceptual shift with a vivid example that reinforces
the general parallel:

The act of beating, insofar as it is considered physically, and insofar as
we attend only to the fact that the man raises his arm, closes his fist
and moves his whole arm forcefully up and down, is a virtue, which is
conceived from the structure of the human body. Therefore, if a man
moved by anger or hate is determined to close his fist or move his arm,
that (as we have shown in Part 2) happens because one and the same
action can be joined to any images of things whatsoever. And so we
can be determined to one and the same action both from those images
of things which we conceive confusedly and [from those] we conceive
clearly and distinctly. (IVp59s)

Setting aside some of the details, notice how tightly Spinoza ties the status of a change
(whether it is an action or a passion) and its cause (whether an agent or a patient)
with how the event and cause are conceived or considered in relation to external
causes. Conceived in a narrower way, a man’s striking someone is an action
brought about by an agent; conceived more broadly in relation to the activities of
external things, the same event is merely a passion of the same man, who is only a
patient or partial cause of it. The extent of an individual’s agency for a change
tracks the extent to which the source of the change is internal to him, and the
extent to which that source is internal to him somehow depends on how narrowly
or broadly the individual is conceived. Spinoza even ties the moral valence of the
effect—whether or not it is virtuous—with how the effect and its cause is
considered or conceived.

Although the parallel between the agency and the mind-body cases is suggestive,
it breaks down in at least one important respect. In the mind—body case, Spinoza ties
differences in causal structures to differences in attribute contexts. How a thing is
conceived with respect to an attribute partly determines the nature of its effects.
But in the case of actions and agents, the worrisome variation can arise within an
attribute. A body can be both the entire and also merely the partial cause of a
physical change, and attributes are too coarse-grained to make sense of that.

However, Spinoza also makes a more fine-grained identification within an
attribute that is supposed to parallel the identity of a mind and body across
attributes:
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We have shown that the idea of the body and the body, that is (by IIp13),
the mind and the body, are one and the same individual, which is
conceived now under the attribute of thought, now under the attribute
of extension. So the idea of the mind and the mind itself are one and
the same thing, which is conceived under one and the same attribute,
namely, thought. (IIp21s)

Spinoza’s identification of an idea (‘the mind itself’) with an idea of that idea implies
that one and the same representation can have at least somewhat different
representational contents. (For other examples in Spinoza of representation
identity despite representational content and character variation, see Ilprrc,
[Ip19—20; Della Rocca 1996: 44-67.)

More importantly for what is to come, it seems that distinguishing an individual
mind/body from higher-order representations of that individual need not involve
positing additional mental modes to the first-order causal sequence of individual
minds/bodies. Similarly, making at least some changes in the representational
character or content of higher-order ideas—making them more adequate, say—
need not involve changing the causal order among first-order modes. Just as there
can be causal variation across attributes without loss of identity, Spinoza thinks
there can be variation among higher-order representations without multiplying or
altering the first-order objects of those ideas.

This is not the place to defend Spinoza’s striking higher-order representation
identity theory (see Melamed 2013: 174-79), but it reminds us that he is
committed to surprising identities both across and within attributes. It also
prompts us to look for a structurally similar move in the agency case. Abstracting
a bit from the mind-body case, we can see that Spinoza justifies seemingly
problematic causal variation by appealing to a feature of an individual substance
or mode that (1) can be many-to-one (i.e., is more fine-grained than identity);
(2) co-varies with the relevant causal differences; and (3) is intrinsically sensitive
to conceptual shifts. The relevant feature in that case is attribute contexts. One
and the same individual has multiple attributes; differences among attributes
corresponds to differences in causal structure (e.g., mental versus physical); and
attribute differences supervene on certain differences in how the individual is
considered or conceived.

As I have presented it, Spinoza’s action theory needs something structurally
similar: an even more fine-grained feature of individuals that can be many-to-one,
co-varies with the differences in agency status, and is intrinsically sensitive to
representational shifts. For ease, I later refer to these as the FINE-GRAINED,
CO-VARIATION, and REPRESENTATIONALLY SENSITIVE desiderata, respectively.

Happily, Spinoza has such a feature: selves. Seeing this will, in turn, provide
elegant and systematic solutions to the three agency problems. For it turns out
that Spinoza does not think that individuals can change the past or alter the
world’s fundamental causal structure just by thinking about it differently. Rather,
he thinks that individuals can represent their selves differently, and these changes
in self-representation correspond to the changes in agency status. The past and the
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fundamental causal structure of the world do not change; an individual’s
self-identification changes.

Nothing comes cheaply in metaphysics, however. In the mind-body case, Spinoza
needed a surprising and controversial multiplicity: each individual has multiple
attributes or fundamental natures, and that is a strange view that was widely
rejected by his contemporaries. In the agency case, Spinoza’s strategy requires
another proliferation: individuals have multiple selves or, less jarringly, can adopt
distinct practical identities. Seeing how this is supposed to work will then pave the
way for a new understanding of Spinoza’s account of personal transformation.

2. Self-Identity and Self-Acceptance

It might seem to be a complete non-starter to try to solve any problem in Spinoza’s
metaphysics by appealing to a category of selves. Spinoza has been accused of
neglecting or excluding various elements that seem central to any plausible
account of human selves, such as finitude, subjectivity, gualia, and first-person
perspectives. Spinoza’s Ethics has sometimes been read as encouraging us to forget
ourselves, or at least to forget those messier, subjective aspects of ourselves that do
not readily conform to a neatly naturalized, strictly sub specie aeternitatis account
of the world. On this reading, Spinoza is the paradigm of a hyper-objective, ‘view
from nowhere’ approach to philosophy that later philosophers like Seren
Kierkegaard (2009) and Thomas Nagel (1979) criticize.

I myself do not accept this as a general reading of Spinoza. I have argued elsewhere
that Spinoza’s monism has an important place for finitude and partiality (Newlands
2018: 18—41), and others, such as Ursula Renz (2010), Karolina Hiibner (201 5), and
Julia Borcherding (2016), have shown how some of the perspectival, experience-
laden features of our lives figure importantly in Spinoza’s arguments. Still, one
potentially missing category in Spinoza’s ontology that has not received much
attention is the category of selves. (A possible exception is Koistinen 2009, which
offers a curious account of selves—or at least the individuation of finite minds—in
terms of a quantity of divine force.) Although Spinoza uses various reflexive
pronouns throughout the Ethics, he never formally defines a category of selves,
and many of Spinoza’s claims about ‘our’ psychology could be rewritten entirely
in third-person terms of a finite thing’s mental and brain states.

Nevertheless, I think human selves is one of the central categories operating in the
back half of the Ethics. True, Spinoza does not explicitly treat the self as a basic
ontological category like modes, minds, and bodies. But we should not infer
neglect or nonexistence from non-fundamentality. As we will see, Spinoza thinks
that complex entities like human individuals can construct and relate to selves,
and he attaches great ethical significance to how well this task is done.

To get some traction, it will be helpful to step away from Spinoza briefly. I believe
that Spinoza’s interest in selves can be fruitfully understood as 