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[
Oldenburg, after complimenting Spinoza, asks
him to enter into a philosophical correspondence.]

        
ILLUSTRIOUS Sir, and most worthy friend,—SO
painful to me was the separation from you the other day after our
meeting in your retreat at Rhijnsburg, that it is my first
endeavour, now that I am returned to England, to renew, as far as
is possible by correspondence, my intercourse with you. Solid
learning, conjoined with courtesy and refinement of manners
(wherewith both nature and art have most amply endowed you),
carries with it such charms as to command the love of every
honourable and liberally-educated man. 

        
Let us then, most excellent sir, join hands in
sincere friendship, and let us foster the feeling with every
zealous endeavour and kind office in our power. Whatever my poor
means can furnish I beg you to look on as your own. Allow me in
return to claim a share in the riches of your talents, as I may do
without inflicting any loss on yourself.

        
We conversed at Rhijnsburg of God, of
extension, of infinite thought, of the differences and agreements
between these, of the nature of the connection between the human
soul and body, and further, of the principles of the Cartesian and
Baconian philosophies.

        
But, as we then spoke of these great questions
merely cursorily and by the way, and as my mind has been not a
little tormented with them since, I will appeal to the rights of
our newly cemented friendship, and most affectionately beg you to
give me at somewhat greater length your opinion on the subjects I
have mentioned. 

        
On two points especially I ask for
enlightenment, if I may presume so far; 
first: In what do you place the true
distinction between thought and matter? 
secondly: What do you consider to be the
chief defects in the Cartesian and Baconian philosophies, and how
do you think they might best be removed, and something more sound
substituted? 

        
The more freely you write to me on these and
similar subjects, the more closely will you tie the bonds of our
friendship, and the stricter will be the obligation laid on me to
repay you, as far as possible, with similar services.

        
There is at present in the press a collection
of physiological discourses written by an Englishman of noble
family and distinguished learning.

  
    1
  
 
 

        
They treat of the nature and elasticity of the
air, as proved by forty-three experiments; also of its fluidity,
solidity, and other analogous matters. 

        
As soon as the work is published, I shall make
a point of sending it to you by any friend who may be crossing the
sea. 

        
Meanwhile, farewell, and remember your friend,
who is

        
Yours, in all affection and zeal, 

HENRY OLDENBURG.

        
London, 12/26 Aug., 1661.
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[
Answer to Letter I. Spinoza defines "God," and
"attribute," and sends definitions, axioms, and first four
propositions of Book I. of Ethics. Some errors of Bacon and
Descartes discussed.]

        
Illustrious Sir,—How pleasant your friendship
is to me, you may yourself judge, if your modesty will allow you to
reflect on the abundance of your own excellences. Indeed the
thought of these makes me seem not a little bold in entering into
such a compact, the more so when I consider that between friends
all things, and especially things spiritual, ought to be in common.
However, this must lie at the charge of your modesty and kindness
rather than of myself. You have been willing to lower yourself
through the former and to fill me with the abundance of the latter,
till I am no longer afraid to accept the close friendship, which
you hold out to me, and which you deign to ask of me in return; no
effort on my part shall be spared to render it lasting.

        
As for my mental endowments, such as they are,
I would willingly allow you to share them, even though I knew it
would be to my own great hindrance. But this is not meant as an
excuse for denying to you what you ask by the rights of friendship.
I will therefore endeavour to explain my opinions on the topics you
touched on; though I scarcely hope, unless your kindness intervene,
that 1 shall thus draw the bonds of our friendship closer.

        
I will then begin by speaking briefly of God,
Whom I define as a Being consisting in infinite attributes, whereof
each is infinite or supremely perfect after its kind. You must
observe that by attribute I mean eves y thing,

        
which is conceived through itself and in
itself, so that the conception of it does not involve the
conception of anything else. For instance, extension is conceived
through itself and in itself, but motion is not. The latter is
conceived through something else, for the conception of it implies
extension.

        
That the definition above given of God is true
appears from the fact, that by God we mean a Being supremely
perfect and absolutely infinite. That such a Being exists may
easily be proved from the definition; but as this is not the place
for such proof, I will pass it over. What I am bound here to prove,
in order to satisfy the first inquiry of my distinguished
questioner, are the following consequences; 
first, that in the universe there cannot
exist two substances without their differing utterly in essence; 
secondly, that substance cannot be produced
or created—existence pertains to its actual essence; 
thirdly, that all substance must be
infinite or supremely perfect after its kind.

        
When these points have been demonstrated, my
distinguished questioner will readily perceive my drift, if he
reflects at the same time on the definition of God. In order to
prove them clearly and briefly, I can think of nothing better than
to submit them to the bar of your judgment proved in the
geometrical method.

  
    2
  
 
 I therefore enclose them
separately and await your verdict upon them.

        
Again, you ask me what errors I detect in the
Cartesian and Baconian philosophies. It is not my custom to expose
the errors of others, nevertheless I will yield to your request.
The first and the greatest error is, that these philosophers have
strayed so far from the knowledge of the first cause and origin of
all things; the second is, that they did not know the true nature
of the human mind; the third, that they never grasped the true
cause of error. The necessity for correct knowledge on these three
points can only be ignored by persons completely devoid of learning
and training.

        
That they have wandered astray from the
knowledge of the first cause, and of the human mind, may easily be
gathered from the truth of the three propositions given above; I
therefore devote myself entirely to the demonstration of the third
error. Of Bacon I shall say very little, for he speaks very
confusedly on the point, and works out scarcely any proofs: he
simply narrates. 

        
In the first place he assumes, that the human
intellect is liable to err, not only through the fallibility of the
senses, but also solely through its own nature, and that it frames
its conceptions in accordance with the analogy of its own nature,
not with the analogy of the universe, so that it is like a mirror
receiving rays from external objects unequally, and mingling its
own nature with the nature of things, &c.

        
Secondly, that the human intellect is, by
reason of its own nature, prone to abstractions; such things as are
in flux it feigns to be constant, &c.

        
Thirdly, that the human intellect continually
augments, and is unable to come to a stand or to rest content. The
other causes which he assigns may all be reduced to the one
Cartesian principle, that the human will is free and more extensive
than the intellect, or, as Verulam himself more confusedly puts it,
that "the understanding is not a dry light, but receives infusion
from the will."

  
    3
  
 
 (We may here observe that
Verulam often employs "intellect" as synonymous with mind,
differing in this respect from Descartes). 

        
This cause, then, leaving aside the others as
unimportant, I shall show to be false; indeed its falsity would be
evident to its supporters, if they would consider, that will in
general differs from this or that particular volition in the same
way as whiteness differs from this or that white object, or
humanity from this or that man. 

        
It is, therefore, as impossible to conceive,
that will is the cause of a given volition, as to conceive that
humanity is the cause of Peter and Paul.

        
Hence, as will is merely an entity of the
reason, and cannot be called the cause of particular volitions, and
as some cause is needed for the existence of such volitions, these
latter cannot be called free, but are necessarily such as they are
determined by their causes; lastly, according to Descartes, errors
are themselves particular volitions; hence it necessarily follows
that errors, or, in other words, particular volitions, are not
free, but are determined by external causes, and in nowise by the
will. This is what I undertook to prove.
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[
Oldenburg propounds several questions
concerning God and His existence, thought, and the axioms of Eth.
I. He also informs Spinoza of a philosophical society, and promises
to send Boyle's book.]

        
Most Excellent Friend, Your learned letter has
been delivered to me, and read with great pleasure.

        
I highly approve of your geometrical method of
proof, but I must set it down to my dulness, that I cannot follow
with readiness what you set forth with such accuracy. Suffer me,
then, I beg, to expose the slowness of my understanding, while I
put the following questions, and beg of you to answer them.

        

First. Do you clearly and indisputably
understand solely from the definition you have given of God, that
such a Being exists? For my part, when I reflect that definitions
contain only the conceptions formed by our minds, and that our mind
forms many conceptions of things which do not exist, and is very
fertile in multiplying and amplifying what it has conceived, I do
not yet see, that from the conception I have of God I can infer
God's existence. I am able by a mental combination of all the
perfections I perceive in men, in animals, in vegetables, in
minerals, &c., to conceive and to form an idea of some single
substance uniting in itself all such excellences; indeed my mind is
able to multiply and augment such excellences indefinitely; it may
thus figure forth for itself a most perfect and excellent Being,
but there would be no reason thence to conclude that such a Being
actually exists.

        

Secondly. I wish to ask, whether you think
it unquestionable, that body cannot be limited by thought, or
thought by body; seeing that it still remains undecided, what
thought is, whether it be a physical motion or a spiritual act
quite distinct from body?

        

Thirdly. Do you reckon the axioms, which
you have sent to me, as indemonstrable principles known by the
light of nature and needing no proof? Perhaps the first is of this
nature, but I do not see how the other three can be placed in a
like category. The second assumes that nothing exists in the
universe save substances and accidents, but many persons would say
that time and place cannot be classed either as one or the other.
Your third axiom, that things having different attributes have no
quality in common, is so far from being clear to me, that its
contrary seems to be shown in the whole universe. All things known
to us agree in certain respects and differ in others. Lastly, your
fourth axiom, that when things have no quality in common, one
cannot be produced by another, is not so plain to my groping
intelligence as to stand in need of no further illumination. God
has nothing actually in common with created things, yet nearly all
of us believe Him to be their cause.

        
As you see that in my opinion your axioms are
not established beyond all the assaults of doubt, you will readily
gather that the propositions you have based upon them do not appear
to me absolutely firm. The more I reflect upon them, the more are
doubts suggested to my mind concerning them.

        
As to the first, I submit that two men are two
substances with the same attribute, inasmuch as both are rational;
whence I infer that there can be two substances with the same
attribute.

        
As to the second, I opine that, as nothing can
be its own cause, it is hardly within the scope of our intellect to
pronounce on the truth of the proposition, that 
substance cannot be produced even by any other
substance. Such a proposition asserts all substances to be
self-caused, and all and each to be independent of one another,
thus making so many gods, and therefore denying the first cause of
all things. This, I willingly confess, I cannot understand, unless
you will be kind enough to explain your theory on this sublime
subject somewhat more fully and simply, informing me what may be
the origin and mode of production of substances, and the mutual
interdependence and subordination of things. I most strenuously beg
and conjure you by that friendship which we have entered into, to
answer me freely and faithfully on these points; you may rest
assured, that everything which you think fit to communicate to me
will remain untampered with and safe, for I will never allow
anything to become public through me to your hurt or disadvantage.
In our philosophical society we proceed diligently as far as
opportunity offers with our experiments and observations, lingering
over the compilation of the history of mechanic arts, with the idea
that the forms and qualities of things can best be explained from
mechanical principles, and that all natural effects can be produced
through motion, shape, and consistency, without reference to
inexplicable forms or occult qualities, which are but the refuge of
ignorance.

        
I will send the book I promised, whenever the
Dutch Ambassadors send (as they frequently do) a messenger to the
Hague, or whenever some other friend whom I can trust goes your
way. I beg you to excuse my prolixity and freedom, and simply ask
you to take in good part, as one friend from another, the
straightforward and unpolished reply I have sent to your letter,
believing me to be without deceit or affectation,

        
Yours most faithfully, 

HENRY OLDENBURG.

        
London, 27 Sept., 1661.
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[
Spinoza answers some of Oldenburg's questions
and doubts, but has not time to reply to all, as he is just setting
out for Amsterdam.]

        
Illustrious Sir,—As I was starting for
Amsterdam, where I intend staying for a week or two, I received
your most welcome letter, and noted the objections you raise to the
three propositions I sent you. Not having time to reply fully, I
will confine myself to these three.

        
To the first I answer, that not from every
definition does the existence of the thing defined follow, but only
(as I showed in a note appended to the three propositions) from the
definition or idea of an attribute, that is (as I explained fully
in the definition given of God) of a thing conceived through and in
itself. The reason for this distinction was pointed out, if I
mistake not, in the above-mentioned note sufficiently clearly at
any rate for a philosopher, who is assumed to be aware of the
difference between a fiction and a clear and distinct idea, and
also of the truth of the axiom that every definition or clear and
distinct idea is true. When this has been duly noted, I do not see
what more is required for the solution of your first question.

        
I therefore proceed to the solution of the
second, wherein you seem to admit that, if thought does not belong
to the nature of extension, then extension will not be limited by
thought; your doubt only involves the example given. But observe, I
beg, if we say that extension is not limited by extension but by
thought, is not this the same as saying that extension is not
infinite absolutely, but only as far as extension is concerned, in
other words, infinite after its kind? But you say: perhaps thought
is a corporeal action be it so, though I by no means grant it: you,
at any rate, will not deny that extension, in so far as it is
extension, is not thought, and this is all that is required for
explaining my definition and proving the third proposition.

        
Thirdly. You proceed to object, that my axioms
ought not to be ranked as universal notions. I will not dispute
this point with you; but you further hesitate as to their truth,
seeming to desire to show that their contrary is more probable.
Consider, I beg, the definition which I gave of substance and
attribute, for on that they all depend.. When I say that I mean by
substance that which is conceived through and in itself; and that I
mean by modification or accident that, which is in something else,
and is conceived through that wherein it is, evidently it follows
that substance is by nature prior to its accidents. For without the
former the latter can neither be nor be conceived. Secondly, it
follows that, besides substances and accidents, nothing exists
really or externally to the intellect. For everything is conceived
either through itself or through something else, and the conception
of it either involves or does not involve the conception of
something else. Thirdly, it follows that things which possess
different attributes have nothing in common. For by attribute I
have explained that I mean something, of which the conception does
not involve the conception of anything else. Fourthly and lastly,
it follows that, if two things have nothing in common, one cannot
be the cause of the other. For, as there would be nothing in common
between the effect and the cause, the whole effect would spring
from nothing. As for your contention that God has nothing actually
in common with created things, I have maintained the exact opposite
in my definition. I said that God is a Being consisting of infinite
attributes, whereof each one is infinite or supremely perfect after
its kind. With regard to what you say concerning my first
proposition, I beg you, my friend, to bear in mind, that men are
not created but born, and that their bodies already exist before
birth, though under different forms. You draw the conclusion,
wherein I fully concur, that, if one particle of matter be
annihilated, the whole of extension would forthwith vanish. My
second proposition does not make many gods but only one, to wit, a
Being consisting of infinite attributes, &c.
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[
Oldenburg sends Boyle's book, and laments that
Spinoza has not been able to answer all his doubts.]

        
Most respected Friend, Please accept herewith
the book I promised you, and write me in answer your opinion on it,
especially on the remarks about nitre, and about fluidity, and
solidity. I owe you the warmest thanks for your learned second
letter, which I received to-day, but I greatly grieve that your
journey to Amsterdam prevented you from answering all my doubts. I
beg you will supply the omission, as soon as you have leisure. You
have much enlightened me in your last letter, but have not yet
dispelled all my darkness; this result will, I believe, be happily
accomplished, when you send me clear and distinct information
concerning the first origin of things. Hitherto I have been
somewhat in doubt as to the cause from which, and the manner in
which things took their origin; also, as to what is the nature of
their connection with the first cause, if such there be. All that I
hear or read on the subject seems inconclusive. Do you then, my
very learned master, act, as it were, as my torch-bearer in the
matter. You will have no reason to doubt my confidence and
gratitude. Such is the earnest petition of

        
Yours most faithfully, 

HENRY OLDENBURG.
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[
Containing detailed criticisms by Spinoza of
Robert Boyle's book.]

        

Omitted.
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[
After thanking Spinoza, in the name of himself
and Boyle, Oldenburg mentions the foundation of the Royal Society,
and begs his correspondent to publish his theological and
philosophical works.]

        
*     *     *     *     *     *

        
The body of philosophers which I formerly
mentioned to you has now, by the king's grace, been constituted as
a Royal Society, and furnished with a public charter, whereby
distinguished privileges are conferred upon it, and an excellent
prospect afforded of endowing it with the necessary revenues.

        
I would by all means advise you not to begrudge
to the learned those works in philosophy and theology, which you
have composed with the talent that distinguishes you. Publish them,
I beg, whatever be the verdict of petty theologians. Your country
is free; the course of philosophy should there be free also. Your
own prudence will, doubtless, suggest to you, that your ideas and
opinions should be put forth as quietly as possible. For the rest,
commit the issue to fortune. Come, then, good sir, cast away all
fear of exciting against you the pigmies of our time. Long enough
have we sacrificed to ignorance and pedantry. Let us spread the
sails of true knowledge, and explore the recesses of nature more
thoroughly than hereto fore. Your meditations can, I take it, be
printed in your country with impunity; nor need any scandal among
the learned be dreaded because of them. If these be your patrons
and supporters (and I warrant me you will find them so), why should
you dread the carpings of ignorance? I will not let you go, my
honoured friend, till I have gained my request; nor will I ever, so
far as in me lies, allow thoughts of such importance as yours to
rest in eternal silence. I earnestly beg you to communicate to me,
as soon as you conveniently can, your decision in the matter.
Perhaps events will occur here not unworthy of your knowledge. The
Society I have mentioned will now proceed more strenuously on its
course, and, if peace continues on our shores, will possibly
illustrate the republic of letters with some extraordinary
achievement. Farewell, excellent sir, and believe me,

        
Your most zealous and friendly, 

HENRY OLDENBURG.
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[
After further replying to Spinoza's criticisms
on Boyle's book, Oldenburg again exhorts his correspondent to
publish.]

        
*     *     *     *     *     *

        
I now proceed to the question which has arisen
between us. First, permit me to ask you whether you have finished
the important little work, in which you treat "of the origin of
things and their dependence on the first cause, and of the
improvement of our understanding." Truly, my dear sir, I believe
nothing more pleasing or acceptable to men of true learning and
discrimination could possibly be published than such a treatise.
This is what a man of your talent and disposition should look to,
far more than the gratification of theologians of our time and
fashion. The latter have less regard for truth than for their own
convenience. I, therefore, conjure you, by the bond of our
friendship, by every duty of increasing and proclaiming the truth,
not to begrudge us, or withhold from us your writings o these
subjects. If anything of greater importance than I can foresee
prevents you from publishing the work, I earnestly charge you to
give me a summary of it by letter.

        
Another book is soon to be published by the
learned Boyle, which I will send you as an exchange. I will add
papers, which will acquaint you with the whole constitution of our
Royal Society, whereof I, with twenty others, am on the Council,
and, with one other, am Secretary. I have no time to discourse of
any further subjects. All the confidence which honest intentions
can inspire, all the readiness to serve, which the smallness of my
powers will permit, I pledge to you, and am heartily,

        
Dear sir, yours wholly, 

H. OLDENBURG.

        
London, 3 April, 1663.
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[
Spinoza informs Oldenburg that he has removed
to Rhijnsburg, and has spent some time at Amsterdam for the purpose
of publishing the "Principles of Cartesian Philosophy." He then
replies to Boyle's objections.]

        
DISTINGUISHED SIR,—I have at length received
your long wished for letter, and am at liberty to answer it. But,
before I do so, I will briefly tell you, what has prevented my
replying before. When I removed my household goods here in April, I
set out for Amsterdam. While there certain friends asked me to
impart to them a treatise containing, in brief, the second part of
the principles of Descartes treated geometrically, together with
some of the chief points treated of in metaphysics, which I had
formerly dictated to a youth, to whom I did not wish to teach my
own opinions openly. They further requested me, at the first
opportunity, to compose a similar treatise on the first part.
Wishing to oblige my friends, I at once set myself to the task,
which I finished in a fortnight, and handed over to them. They then
asked for leave to print it, which I readily granted on the
condition that one of them should, under my supervision, clothe it
in more elegant phraseology, and add a little preface warning
readers that I do not acknowledge all the opinions there set forth
as my own, inasmuch as I hold the exact contrary to much that is
there written, illustrating the fact by one or two examples. All
this the friend who took charge of the treatise promised to do, and
this is the cause for my prolonged stay in Amsterdam. Since I
returned to this village, I have hardly been able to call my time
my own, because of the friends who have been kind enough to visit
me. At last, my dear friend, a moment has come, when I can relate
these occurrences to you, and inform you why I allow this treatise
to see the light. It may be that on this occasion some of those,
who hold the foremost positions in my country, will be found
desirous of seeing the rest of my writings, which I acknowledge as
my own; they will thus take care that I am enabled to publish them
without any danger of infringing the laws of the land. If this be
as I think, I shall doubtless publish at once; if things fall out
otherwise, I would rather be silent than obtrude my opinions on
men, in defiance of my country, and thus render them hostile to me.
I therefore hope, my friend, that you will not chafe at having to
wait a short time longer; you shall then receive from me either the
treatise printed, or the summary of it which you ask for. If
meanwhile you would like to have one or two copies of the work now
in the press,

        
I will satisfy your wish, as soon as I know of
it and of means to send the book conveniently.

        
[
The rest of the letter is taken up with
criticisms on Boyle's book.]
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These letters are numbered by Van Vloten, XIV.,
XVI., XXV., XXVI., XXXI.

        
[
Contain further correspondence concerning
Boyle's book, and kindred subjects.]
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[
The place of this letter is between Letters
XIII. and XIV. It was written apparently in September, 1665. It
mentions the plague, which was then at its height, the war, and the
labours of the Royal Society, and especially of Boyle. Then comes
the passage here given. The letter terminates with references to
the comets, and to Huyghens.]

        
*     *     *     *     *     *

        
I see that you are engaged not so much in
philosophy as in theology, if I may say so. That is, you are
recording your thoughts about angels, prophecy, and miracles, but
you are doing this, perhaps, in a philosophical manner; however
that may be, I am certain that the work

  
    4
  
 
 is worthy of you, and that I
am most anxious to have it. Since these most difficult times
prevent free intercourse, I beg at least that you will not disdain
to signify to me in your next letter

  
    5
  
 
 your design and aim in this
writing of yours.

        
Here we are daily expecting news of a second

  
    6
  
 
 naval battle, unless indeed
your fleet has retired into port. Virtue,

  
    7
  
 
 the nature of which you hint
is being discussed among your friends, belongs to wild beasts not
to men. For if men acted according to the guidance of reason, they
would not so tear one another in pieces, as they evidently do. But
what is the good of my complaining? Vices will exist while men
do;

  
    8
  
 
 but yet they are not
continuous, but compensated by the interposition of better
things.
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