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Abstract
The Metaphysics of Substance and the Metaphysics of Thought in Spineza
Yitzhak Y. Melamed

2005

In the first two chapters of the dissertation I propose a new interpretation of the
metaphysics of substance in Spinoza. Against Curley’s influential interpretation of the substance-
modes relation, I argue that for Spinoza, modes both inhere in, and are predicated of God. Relying
on extensive textual evidence I show that Spinoza considered modes to be God’s propria. Against the
claim that it is a category-mustake to consider things as properties, I argue that the distinction
between things and properties has been thoroughly undermined both in the early modemn period
(primarily, in the works of Descartes, Arnauld & Nicole, Leibniz, and Hume) and in contemporary
metaphysics (in bundle theories, and some versions of trope theory). Following this elucidation of
the substance-mode relation, I explain Spinoza’s concept of “immanent cause” (an efficient cause,
whose effect inheres in it), and explain why the interpretation of Spinoza’s modes as merely illusory
beings (an interpretation which was propagated by the German Idealists) is wrong,

In the last two chapters of the dissertation, I put forward two interrelated theses about the
structure of the attribute of thought and its overarching role in Spinoza’s metaphysics. First, I show
that our current understanding of Spinoza’s pivotal doctrine of parallelism is inaccurate. I argue that
Spinoza had not one, but two independent doctrines of parallelism. The Idess-Things Parallelism
stipulates an isomorphism between the order of ideas in the attribute of thought and the order of things
in nature. The Inter-A ttributes Parallelism establishes an isomorphism among the order of modes in each
of the infinitely many attributes. I show that these two doctrines are independent of each other and

that each has different implications.



Relying on my clarification of the doctrines of parallelism, I develop my second main thesis.
Here I argue that, for Spinoza, ideas have multifaceted (in fact, infinitely-faceted) structure that
allows one and the same idea to represent the infinitely many modes which are parallel to it in the
infinitely many attributes; each idea has infinitely many aspects and each aspect represents the same
mode of God under a different attribute. To that extent, Thought turns out to be coextensive with
the whole of nature. Spinoza cannot embrace an idealist reduction of Extension to Thought because
of his commitment to the conceptual separation of the attributes. Yet, within Spinoza’s metaphysics,
Thought has a clear primucy over the other attributes insofar as it is the only attribute which is as
elaborate, complex and, in some sense, powerful as God (or as Spinoza puts it: “God’s power of

thinking is equal to his power of acting”).



For Sophy and Neta
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Introduction
In this brief introduction I would like to, (1) present my interpretive principles, (2) point
out the two metaphysical principles which do much of the work behind the scenes of Spinoza’s

system, and (3) provide an outline of the chapters of this work.

Interpretive Principles:

A. Why History of Philosophy? - It is a mark of maturity when a discipline begins to question its

own assumptions. Indeed, over the past twenty years there has been a considerable controversy
among Anglo- American scholars over the proper method for doing history of philosophy. One
attitude took history of philosophy to be of interest only to the extent that it could help us in
current philosophical debates. In most cases, this demand for relevance was translated into
claims of the form: “Descartes/Spinoza/Leibniz/etc. is a philosopher worth reading because
already in the ... th century he suggested views which have only recently been developed by
contemporary scientists or philosophers”. Not wishing to make generalizations, I believe that at
least some versions of this attitude are foolish. For example, if Spinoza developed views of space
and time which resemble some implications of the theory of relativity, it would tell us nothing in
favor of his philosophy. Obviously, Spinoza knew nothing about the speed of light and its being
the upper limit of velocity. In the absence of this knowledge, he would have no reason to believe
in the theory of relativity. Yet, I do tend to agree that philosophical relevance is important.
However, unlike those who scan the history of philosophy for precursors to, or confirmation of,
their views, I believe that the history of philosophy provides us with numerous dwullenges to our
current views. If we do not adopt a certain teleological (roughly, Hegelian) view of history which
assumes a necessary progression of human thought, we have to acknowledge the possibility of
well-founded views which were never incorporated into the mainstream of philosophy due to
their boldness, the marginal social status of their authors, or even luck. If we look to the history

of philosophy in order to find such unjustly rejected views we can generate an interesting
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dialogue with contemporary views. Yet, the first stage which must prepare the ground for any

such dialogue is a clear and historically precise reconstruction of the relevant view. In my work
on Spinoza, I found many claims which seem bizarre to our common sense. Yet, as long as these
claims are well-argued I find their surprising nature a merit rather than a blemish insofar as they
force a fundamental review of our basic intuitions.

B. The Development of Spinoza’s Views. - Spinoza, like many other philosophical authors,

changed and developed his views throughout his life. Obviously, my thesis concentrates
primarily on Spinoza’s main work, the Ethis. Although I do believe that Spinoza’s early works,
and the enigmatic Short Treatise, are of considerable importance, I tried not to substantiate any
major claim of mine with texts that are not from the Ethis or Spinoza’s late correspondence.
Indeed, Spinoza’s correspondence could provide the skeleton for a much needed work, on the
genesis of the Ethis, ie., the story of the development of this book and its various drafts.
Although I make some suggestions about the development of Spinoza’s views, this is not the
primarily topic of my work.

C. The Historical Background. - Another significant controversy among Spinoza scholars

concerns the proper historical context for Spinoza’s views. Usually, this controversy is guided
primarily by the scholarly expertise of the scholars involved: scholars of Jewish philosophy (who
can work easily with medieval Hebrew texts) regard the medieval Jewish context as decisive,
Dutch scholars choose the political and intellectual climate of seventeenth century Holland as
the appropriate context, and most of the other scholars (being professional early modemists,
trained in Latin, but not in Hebrew or Dutch) stress the influence of Descartes, and sometimes
other contemporary figures (such as Suarez). Obviously, this is just another example of the old
story about the three blind zoologists who were examining different limbs of an elephant and
concluded decisively that the animal at stake “is just a snake”, “clearly a hippopotamus”, and
“undoubtedly a rhinoceros”. As one can see from these remarks, I believe that 4// these contexts

(ie., medieval Jewish philosophy, Descartes and Cartesianism, seventeenth century Dutch
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philosophy and politics) are important. Since I am not versed in Dutch, and in spite of my belief

that the Dutch context is not of prime importance to the issues I discuss, it is still possible that

my elephant may well be somewhat snakish.

The Metaphysical Principles behind the Scene of Spinoza’s System:

A. The Principle of Sufficient Reason. - In the past few years, Michael Della Rocca developed a
view of Spinoza as the strictest rationalist, insofar as Spinoza accepts the principle of sufficient
reason without any limitation, and allows for no brute facts. On this issue (as on many others), I
completely agree with him. Two central places where Spinoza strongly endorses the principle of
sufficient reason are E1a2 - “What cannot be conceived through another, must be conceived
through itself” (the implication being that everything is conceivable and explainable), and
E1p8s2, where Spinoza claims that for everything that is or is not, there must be a reason (or
cause) for its existence or non-existence. The importance of the PSR in Spinoza can hardly be
overstated; this principle motivates many of the boldest claims of the Ethis (such as,
necessitarianism, the identity of indiscernibles (E1p4), and to a certain extent, the comatus). In this
work I will frequently appeal to Spinoza’s strict endorsement of the principle of sufficient
reason.

B. The Priority of the Infinite over the Finite. - In Letter 2 Spinoza argues that the infinite is
prior to the finite both in nature and in knowledge. Spinoza adheres to this claim throughout his
life, and he repeats it in numerous other texts. At first sight, it may appear as a trivial claim,
which was equally endorsed by other early modermn figures (such as Descartes), but this is not the
case. First, let me point out that for Spinoza the infinite (i.e., God) is prior to all things not only
ontologically (“in the order of nature”), but also epistemologically. Accordingly nothing can be
known unless we first know God’s essence. Hence, when Spinoza makes the seemingly trivial

stipulation that “the knowledge of an effect depends on, and involves, the knowledge of its
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cause” (E1d4), he in fact tells us that nothing can be known, unless we first know the cause of

all things, ie., God’s essence (E1p16). An immediate theorem of this axiom is that if we do not
want to get stuck with skepticism, we have to have a clear knowledge of God’s essence. Hence,
in E2p47s, Spinoza makes the bold claim that “God’s infinite essence and his eternity are known
toall” - Would Descartes make statements of that sort? Secondly, it is important to note that for
Spinoza, as I understand him, there is no distinction between “the order of knowledge” and “the
order of discovery”. In other words, not only does knowledge of finite things depend in some
way (perhaps unknown to us) on the knowledge of God’s essence, but even when we
philosophize and try to learn about the nature of God and natures of modes, it is vital that we
begin with the understanding of God’s essence. If we try to understand God through his
creation (Le., the modes) we will be engaged in anthropomorphic thinking and some form of
idolatry. In that sense Spinoza continues a very important line in the Jewish critique of
Christianity. In this context the following passage from E2p10s is crucial. Here Spinoza rebukes
the philosophers who “did not observe the [proper] order of Philosophizing. For they believed
that the divine nature, which they should have contemplated before all else (because it is prior
both in knowledge and in nature) is last in the order of knowledge, and that the things that are
called objects of the senses are prior to all. That is why, when they contemplated natural things,
they thought of nothing less than they did of the divine nature; and when afterwards they
directed their minds to contemplating the divine nature, they could think of nothing less than of
their first fictions, on which they had built the knowledge of natural things, because these could

»

not assist knowledge of the divine nature” For Spinoza, when we philosophize by
understanding first the nature of finite things (chairs, tables, human beings) and then try to
ascend from this knowledge to the knowledge of the infinite, we will end up committing two
crucial errors. First, we will conceive God in terms of the finite things to which we become

accustomed by contemplating first the finite things. And since the “best” finite thing we know

are human beings, we will conceive God as perfect, eternal, powerful, omniscient, yet, human-
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like, being. Second, we will have no knowledge of the finite things since in order to know them

we must first know God as their (ultimate) cause, whereas the anthropomorphic conception of
God (which results from our conception of God through the finite thing) provides us with a
radically misconceived notion of God.

There is much more to be said about the interrelations between the principles of
sufficient reason and the priority of the infinite over the finite in Spinoza’s system. In most
cases, these two principles work harmoniously to produce certain bold results (such as in the
claim that two substances cannot be distinguished by their modes), but on a few other occasions
the two principles seem to push in opposite directions (such as in the issue of necessitarianism).
These conflicts can provide us with real insights into the mnermost workings of Spinoza’s

systems, and I hope to study them in the future.

An Qutline of the Chapters.

Just as its title indicates, this work is composed of two main parts. The first two chapters
deal with the metaphysics of substance in Spinoza, the last two chapters with the metaphysics of
thought. In the first chapter I criticize Curley’s influential interpretation of the substance-mode
relation in Spinoza, and argue that Spinozistic modes both inhere in and are predicated of the
substance. I also argue that this view of Spinoza - in spite of its bold implications - is consistent
and involves no category mistake. In the second chapter I study additional issues related to the
substance-mode relation: What is the nature of immanent causation in Spinoza? What is the
relation between efficient causation and inherence in Spinoza? Are modes real entities? Are
individuals well-distinguished units in Spinoza’s system? And if not, does this imply that
individuals and finite things are mere illusions? Finally, I clarify and redraw a distinction between
“modes of God” (modes under all the attributes), and “modes of an attribute” (modes of a

particular attribute) in Spinoza.
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In chapter three I argue that Spinoza’s celebrated doctrine of parallelism is in fact a confusion
(generated and adopted by virtually the entire scholarly community since the mid-nineteenth
century) between two separate and independent doctrines of parallelism: the one between the order
of ideas and the order of things, the other between the order of modes among the infinitely many
attributes. In the fourth and last chapter, I study the structure of ideas in Spinoza’s system and
explain how Thought can be isomorphic with the order of all things (according to the ideas-things
parallelism), and yet be isomorphic with the order of modes in every single attribute (according to
the inter-attributes parallelism), ie., not being numerically richer than any other attribute. I show
that Spinoza endorses the view that ideas, unlike modes of any other attribute, are infinitely faceted,
so that one and the same idea represents the infinitely many modes which parallel it, by having
infinitely many facets. Finally, I argue that Spinoza was not a metaphysical idealist because of his
commitment to the conceptual separation between the attributes. Rather, I suggest that Spinoza
assigns clear primacy to the attribute of thought, and by this provides us with very surprising views

of the mind-body issue and of the nature of thought.



CHAPATER ONE: THE METAPHYSICS OF SUBSTANCE I: THE SUBSTANCE-MODE RELATION AS

ARELATION OF INHERENCE AND PREDICATION
1.1 Strategy.
1.2 Curley’s Interpretation of the Substance-Mode Relation in Spinoza
1.3 The Aristotelian and Cartesian background of Spinoza’s discussion of Substance.
1.4 Arguments against Curley’s Interpretation.
1.5 Replies to Bayle’s Arguments.
1.6 “Wrong logical type”, Charitable Interpretation, and Spinoza’s Mereology.

1.7 Modes, Tropes and other Things (or Properties).

In his groundbreaking work of 1969, Spinaza’s Metaphyics: An Essay in Interpretation, Edwin
Curley attacked the traditional understanding of the substance-mode relation in Spinoza, which
makes modes inhere in the substance. Curley argued that such an interpretation generates
insurmountable problems, as had been already claimed by Pierre Bayle in his famous entry on
Spinoza.! Instead of having the modes inhere in the substance Curley suggested that the modes’

dependence upon the substance should be interpreted in terms of (efficient)? causation, ie., as

1 In quoting texts from Bayle’s Dictionary, I rely on the fifth French edition (Dicionaire bistonique et critique par Mr. Pierre
Bayle, Amsterdam: Compagnie des Libraries, 1734), and on Popkin’s English translation (Pierre Bayle, Historicdl and
Critical Dictionary: Selection, translated by Richard H. Popkin (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1991). I will refer to Bayle’s entry by
the page number in Popkin’s translation followed by the page number in the above French edition (the Spinoza entry
appears in the fifth volume of the French edition). Whenever I diverge from Popkin’s translation I will mention this fact.
Unless otherwise marked, all references to the Ethis, the early works of Spinoza, and Letters 1-29 are to Curley's
translation (henceforth, C]. In references to the other letters of Spinoza I have used Shirley's translation (henceforward,
S). Passages in the Ethis will be referred to by means of the following abbreviations: a(-xiom), c(-orollary), p(-
roposition), s(-cholium) and app(-endix); ‘d’ stands for either ‘definition’ (when it appears immediately to the right of the
part of the book), or ‘demonstration’ (in all other cases). Hence, E1d3 is the third definition of part 1 and E1p16d is the

demonstration of proposition 16 of part 1.

2 Only occasionally does Curley qualify the substance-mode causality as gffident causation. Yet, the terminology he uses
in this context is clearly one of efficient causation. For example, in Bebind the Geometrical Method, Curley claims that God
“produces and acts on things other than God” (38), and that the substance-mode relation “turns out to be a form of the
doctrine of determinism” (50). Cf. John Carriero’s “Mode and Substance in Spinoza” (p. 254) for a similar point.
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committing Spinoza to nothing over and above the claim that the substance is the (efficient) cause
of the modes. These bold and fascinating claims generated one of the most important scholarly
controversies in Spinoza scholarship of the past thirty-five years. 3

In this chapter I argue against Curley’s interpretation and attempt to reestablish the traditional
understanding of Spinozistic modes as inhering in God and as predicated of God. I also criticize
Curley’s philosophical motivation for suggesting this interpretation. I do believe, however, that
Curley is right about the existence of an intimate connection between the substance-mode relation
and causation in Spinoza. In the next chapter I will study the notion of ‘immanent cause’, which
merges ¢fficent aausality and inherence. I will clarify the relation between immanent, efficient and
material causation, and show where precisely Spinoza diverged from the traditional Aristotelian
taxonomy of causes. In the second chapter I also discuss the German Idealists’ view of Spinoza as
an ‘acosmist’. Under this interpretation Spinoza was a modern reviver of Eleatic monism, who
allegedly asserts the mere existence of God, and denies the reality of the world of particular things.
Spinozistic modes - according to this reading - are nothing but passing and unreal phenomena.
Though this view of Spinoza as an ‘acosmist’ can be supported by sore lines in Spinoza’s thought, I
believe it should be rejected since it is not consistent with some of the most central doctrines of the
Ethics. In the final part of the second chapter I discuss the relation between modes and the attributes
under which they fall, and suggest a terminological distinction between a ‘mode of God’ (ie., a
mode under all attributes) and a ‘mode of an attribute’ (ie., a mode under a specific attribute), a

distinction which can help us avoid some common confusions in the treatment of the issue.

1.1 Strategy. - In order to show that, for Spinoza, modes are predicated of - and inhere in - the
substance, I will proceed in the following manner. First, I will summarize Curley’s arguments against

substance-mode inherence and present his alternative interpretation of the substance-mode relation.

3 In this chapter I will discuss several arguments of Curley’s critics (primarily, those of Bennett, Carriero, Della Rocca,
and Jarrett). Among the notable scholars who are sympathetic to Curley’s interpretation, one should mention Woolhouse
(The Conaept of Substance in Severnteenth Century Metaphysics, 51) and Mason (The God of Spinoza, 30-32). Schmaltz ("Spinoza on
the Vacuum") tends to accept Curley's critique of the traditional reading, yet he suggests an interesting alternative to both
the traditional and Curley's approach to the substance-mode relation, according to which, the substance is the eternal and
indivisible essence that "grounds” the modes (p. 177).
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Then, I will present what I consider to be the most compelling arguments against Curley’s
interpretation. Some of these arguments have already been suggested in the literature of the past
thirty years (and by Bayle); yet, most of these arguments are, as far as I can tell, presented here for
the first time. Relying on these arguments, I will establish that Spinoza did actually consider modes
to inhere in the substance. In the following section I will respond to each of the objections which
Curley and Bayle advance against Spinoza’s view of God as the substratum in which all things
inhere. Finally, I will address the questions of whether Spinozistic modes are predicated of (and not
only wbere in) the substance, and whether Spinoza considered modes to be particular properties, or
“tropes”, as the common jargon in contemporary metaphysics goes.

Since Bayle’s claims are going to be used both in support of and against Curley’s
interpretation, it would be in place to say a few words on Bayle’s stance on the issue. In his Spinoza
entry, Bayle criticizes Spinoza’s claim that all things are modes of God, claiming that it “is the most
monstrous hypothesis that could be imagined, the most absurd, and the most diametrically opposed
to the most evident notions of our mind”.* Bayle, however, has no doubts that when Spinoza claims
that all things are modes of God, Spinoza means that all things inhere in God. Curley embraces
Bayle’s arguments against Spinoza, but uses them in order to claim that we should not ascribe to
Spinoza a view which is allegedly shown by Bayle to be absurd. What we should do, Curley argues, is
to reinterpret the substance-mode relation as a relation of causal dependence, so that Spinoza would
be set free from Bayle’s hook. Interestingly, as we shall soon see, Bayle himself discusses and rejects

a very similar revisionary interpretation of the substance-mode relation.

1.2 Curley’s Intenpretation of the Substance-Mode Relation in Spinoza. - At the opening of the Ethis,
Spinoza defines substance and mode in the following manner.
E1d3: By substance I understand what is in itself and is conceived through itself, i.e., that whose
concept does not require the concept of another thing, from which it must be formed [Per
substantiam intelligo id quod in se est et per se concapitur; boc est id anius coneptus non indiget conepiu alterius e,

a quo formari debeat).

* Bayle, Dictionary 296-97 | Dictionaire V. 210.
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E1d5: By mode I understand the affections of a substance, or that which is in another through

which it is also conceived [Per modsen intelligo substartiae affctiores, sice id quod in alio est, per quod etiam

concpitur].
A few lines below, Spinoza presents his first axiom:

Elal: Whatever is, is either in itself or in another [Onria, quae sunt, el in se, vl in alio sunt]

From these two definitions and the axiom it follows that all things ("whatever is") are either
substances or modes of the substances.’ In the middle of the first part of the Ethis, Spinoza
proves that God is the only substance (E1p14: “Except God, no substance can be or be
conceived"), and thus he concludes that all other things apart from God are God’s modes:

Whatever is, is in God, and nothing can be or be conceived without God. (E1p15).

That means that the Atlantic Ocean, Napoleon and every rhinoceros are all #z God, and are
modes of God. The traditional understanding of this doctrine was that, for Spinoza, Napoleon,
the rhinoceroses and all other modes #bere in God and are states of God. This interpretation took
it for granted that Spinoza’s concept of a mode was on a par with his contemporaries’ (primarily,
Descartes and his followers) understanding of this notion.

In Spinoza’s Metaphysics, Curley forcefully and interestingly challenged the interpretation
of the substance-mode relation in Spinoza as a relation of inherence. First, he argued, 1t was
difficult to make sense of the claim that particular #hings, like Napoleon, are merely modes of
God:

Spinoza’s modes are, prima facie, of the wrong logical type to be related to substance in the same

way Descartes’ modes are related to the substance, for they are particular things (E1p25c), not

qualities. And it is difficult to know what it would mean to say that particular things inhere in

substance. When qualities are said to inhere in substance, this may be viewed as a way of saying that

they are predicated of it. What it would mean to say that one thing is predicated of another is a

mystery that needs solving, ©

5 Note, however, that on the modes side of this dichotomy there might also be modes of modes (as I will further point

out later in this chapter).

6 Spinoza’s Metaphysics, 18. Cf. Curley’s Bebind the Geometrical Method, 31.
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Already at this early stage it is important to note Curley’s strategy in this passage, and specifically,
how he links the relations of #berence and predication. In the third sentence of the passage Curley
claims that inherence “may be viewed” as a relation of predication. This clearly allows for the
possibility of other understandings (or other kinds) of inherence. In the first sentence of the
passage, Curley hints that to consider particular things as predicated upon God is to make a
category mistake. Of course, one can avoid making the alleged category mistake by rejecting the
assimilation of inherence and predication (ie., by holding that modes #bere i, but are not
prediaated of God). Curley does not originate this assimilation and he rightly points out both Bayle
and Joachim as making this assimilation and as taking modes to both inhere in and be predicated
of God.” The strategy which divorces inherence from predication was nicely developed in some
recent studies, however, in this chapter I will defend the stronger claim, ie., that Spinozistic
modes both inhere in and are predicated of the substance.?

In addition to the above argument Curley advances three other arguments which were

originally presented by Pierre Bayle in order to show the absurdity of Spinoza’s metaphysics.® I

7 See Spinoza’s Metaphysics, 12-22. Cf. Curley’s “On Bennett’s Interpretation”, 36. Indeed, Joachim is quite explicit in
claiming that modes are states of the substance and are predicated thereof: “We begin therefore with the anti-thesis of
Substance and its states or modifications - a more precise formulation of the popular antithesis of thing and properties,
the metaphysical (though not coextensive) correlate of the logical antithesis of subject and predicates (A Study of the E this
o Spinoza, 15). Bayle’s claims will be discussed below.

8 This strategy is developed in two important articles by Jarrett (“The Concepts of Substance and Mode in Spinoza”, see
specifically, p. 85: “The difficulty... can be solved by distinguishing inherence from predication, which is not without
precedent”) and Carriero (“On the Relationship between Mode and Substance in Spinoza”. See specifically, p. 259). Yet,
both scholars seem to occasionally suggest that modes are properties of the substance (presumably, they might have
reservations about predicating properties which are not universals). Carriero (p. 258) argues against the view that “the
notion of a .. particular property [is] absurd on its face” and considers Curley's disregard for particular properties as one
of the main reasons for Curley’s going off track. For Carriero, Spinozistic modes are particular properties (and hence are
predicated of God). Jarrett concludes that “ ‘Being in’, as found in Spinoza, expresses a relation of omntological
dependence that is modeled after the dependence of an ‘individual propeny’ on its bearer” (103. My empbhasis). Both
Jarrett and Carriero take modes as tropes, yet both are somewhat ambiguous on whether tropes are particular abstract

things inhering in the substance, or particular properties predicated of the substance. See section 1.7 below.

? For Curley’s presentation and concise discussion of these three arguments, see Spinaza’s Metaphysics, 12-3.
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will present here the outline of these arguments. Further elucidation will follow when we discuss
the validity of the arguments.1°

() If all thing were modes, or properties, of God, then God, the subject of all things, would hawe
contradictory properties. - When we attribute properties to things or persons, what we are really
doing, according to Bayle’s understanding of Spinoza, is to attribute properties to God, insofar
as the said things or persons are themselves properties of God:

[According to Spinoza] one would speak falsely when one said, “Peter denies this, he wants that, he

affirmms such and such a thing”; for in actuality, according to [Spinozal, it is God who denies, wants,

affirms. 11
In nature, there are things whose properties are opposed to each other, and according to Bayle,
these opposite properties should be truly attributed to the one Spinozistic substance underlying
all things, ie., God. If, for instance, Napoleon loves honey, while Josephine hates it, and if both
Napoleon and Josephine are modes of God, it will follow that, “God hates and loves, denies and
affirms, the same things, at the same time”. Thus, Bayle argues, Spinoza’s metaphysics violates
the law of non-contradiction. 12

(1) If particular things were modes of God, then God would not be immutable. - The world we
encounter is filled with particular things, which are in constant change, and Spinoza does not
seem to deny the reality of change and motion.!3 These things come into and out of being, and

change their properties. If these particulars were modes of God, God would gain and lose

10 See section 1.5 below.

11 Bayle, Dictionary 309-10 (Remark N) | Didionaire, V 212. Tt is likely that this argument of Bayle draws upon a similar

argument of Malebranche, in which the latter claims that concurrentism ascribes to God cooperation with contrary

actions. See, The Seardh Affter Truth, Elucidation Fifteen , p. 664.

12 Bayle, Didionary 310 (Remark N)| Dictionaire, V 212. “Two contradictory terms are then true of [God], which is the

overthrow of the first principles of metaphysics.” (Ibid). Note that this argument is potent only against those who take

Spinozistic modes to be predicated of God. The other two arguments of Bayle, discussed below, can target also the view

that Spinozistic modes inhere in but are not predicated of God.

13 The reality of motion in Spinoza is supported by the fact that ‘Motion and rest’ is the immediate infinite mode of

Extension (Letter 64). Later, I will discuss - and argue against - the acosmist interpretation, which takes Spinoza to be a

modern Eleatic who denies the reality of any plurality and change.
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modes, and thus, be in motion.* But if God changes, claims Bayle, he 1s “not at all the
supremely perfect being, ‘with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning’ (James,
1:17).> 15 Following Bayle, Curley adds that God’s immutability is not just a traditional
theological view, but also a view openly endorsed by Spinoza in Ep20c2.16 Hence, Cutley argues
the inherence of modes generates an internal inconsistency within Spinoza’s system.

(iti) If all things were modes of God, then God would be direatly resporsible for all the el in the world.
- Traditional theology finds it hard to explain how can God be the omnipotent and omniscient
cause of all things, and yet not be responsible for evil. According to Bayle, Spinoza’s view that
all things are modes of God connects God far more intimately to evil, and makes him the real
agent of all crimes.

Several great philosophers, not being able to comprehend how is it consistent with the nature of

the supremely perfect being to allow men to be so wicked and miserable, have supposed two

principles, one good, and the other bad; and here s a Philosopher, who finds it good that God be

both the agent and the victim [le patiert], of all the crimes and miseries of man. 17
In order to avoid these absurdities, so skillfully pointed out by Bayle, Curley suggests that we
should do away with the traditional interpretation of the substance-mode relation in Spinoza as a
relation of inherence. Curley proposes that by using the substance-mode terminology Spinoza
primarily meant to point out a certain asymmetric dependence of the modes on the substance.
While modes are entities which depend on the substance and its attributes, the substance is a
completely independent entity. In order to preserve this asymmetric dependence, there is no
need to conceive modes as inhering in the substance.!® The very fact that modes are aused by the
substance suffices to establish this asymmetric dependence. Thus, the claim that Napoleon is a

mode of God should, according to Curley, amount to nothing over and above the claim that

14 “[Tlhe God of the Spinozist is a nature actually changing, and which continually passes through different states that
differ from one another internally and actually. “ Bayle, Dictionary, 308 | Dictionaire V 211.

15 Bayle, Didionary, 308 | Dicionaire V 211.
16 Curley, Spinza’s Metaphysics, 13.
17 Bayle, Dictionary, 311| Dicionaire, V 213.

18 Curley, Spinoza’s Metaphysics, 37.
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God is the (efficient) cause of Napoleon.!? Under this interpretation, the claim that all thing are
modes of God appears to be completely innocent (in fact, too innocent), insofar as it ascribes to
Spinoza a common theistic view, L., that God is just the cause of all things.

Interestingly, Bayle explicitly addresses such an attempt to take Spinoza off the hook. In
a note to his Spinoza article he relates to those who claim that he “has not understood Spinoza’s
theory at all”.20 Particularly, Bayle addresses the claim of those who insist that,

Spinoza only rejected the designation of, “substance,” given to beings dependent on another cause

with respect to their production, their conservation, and their operation. They could say that, while

retaining the entire reality of the thing, [Spinoza] avoids using the word, because he thought that a

being so dependent on its cause could not be called... “a being subsisting by itself” which is the

definition of substance.?!
Bayle criticizes and rejects the view according to which Spinozistic modes are the equivalents to
Cartesian “created substances” (being causally dependent on God), rather than the Cartesian
modes.22 In an ironic concluding note, Bayle announces his willingness to “admit” his mistake, if
Spinoza indeed meant his modes to be the equivalent of Cartesian “created substances.” If this is
the case, then Spinoza is indeed “an orthodox philosopher who did not deserve to have the
objections made against him.. , and who only deserves to have been reproached for having gone

through so much trouble to embrace a view that everyone knows.”?> We will retumn to this

19 “[Tlhe relation of mode to substance is one of causal dependence, not one of inherence in a subject.” Curley, “On

Bennett’s Interpretation”, 37. Cf. Spinoza’s Metaphysics, 40: “[Tlhe relation of mode to substance is a relation of causal

dependence, which is unlike the relation of predicate and subject”, and Bebind the Geonetrical Method, 31.

20 Bayle, Dictionary, 329 (Remark DD)| Dictionaire, V 222.

21 Bayle, Didionary, 333 (Remark DD)| Didionaire, V. 224. Cf. “If [Spinoza] did not want to ascribe the status of

substance either to extension or to our souls, because he believed that a substance is a being that does not depend on any
cause, I admit that I have attacked him without grounds, have attributed to him a view that he does not hold” (Didiorary
332| Diaionaire, V 223). Descartes’ definition of substance, which is at the background of these claims, will be discussed

in the next section.
22 Dicionary, 335 (Remark DD) | Dicionaire, V 224.

23 Bayle, Dictionary, 334 (Remark DD) | Didionaire, V 224.
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important point later. Let us complete first our presentation of Curley’s view by pointing out
briefly another component of his interpretation.

If, as Curley suggests, God is not the subject of inherence of all things, then the
common attribution of pantheism to Spinoza turns out to be just another myth. Curley’s God is
simply not identical with the totality of nature. What is then God?

[Spinoza] rejected the notion of God as a personal creator and identified God with (the attributes

in which are inscribed) the fundamental laws of nature, which provide the ultimate explanation for

everything that happens in nature. That is, be wenifies God with Nature, not concerved as the totality of

things, but conceined as the must general principles of order exemplified by things. [Italics in origin] 24
Curley’s claim that God is just "the most general principle of order" is quite astonishing, since it
seems to make God into a principle or Jex rather than an e or 7. Given this daring claim, one
expects Curley to provide textual support for such an innovation (and a detailed explanation of
Spinoza’s understanding of laws of nature). Curley admits that such an understanding of God is
hard to find in the first part of the Ets (where Spinoza lays out the foundations of his
metaphysics), yet Curley suggests that a later passage does support his interpretation.

If you do not find this as explicit as you might like it to be in Part 1 of the Ethis, consider what

Spinoza writes in the Preface of Part III:

“[Nature is always the same, and its virtue and power of acting are everywhere one and the same

Le., the laws and rules of nature, according to which all things happen, and change from one form

to another, are always and everywhere the same. So the way of understanding the nature of

anything, of whatever kind, must also be the same, viz. through the universal laws and rules of

nature.” 25

24 Bebind the Geormetrical Method, 42.

25 Behind the Geometric Method, 42-3. The Latin text reads: “/Nibil in natura fit, quod tpsius tio passit tribuss] est narmque natura
semper eadem et ubique wa eademgue eius urtus et agends potentia, hoc est, naturae leges et regulae, seamdum quas onria fuunt et ex s
formis in alias mtantur, sunt ubique et semper eaedem, atque adeo una eademgue etiam debet esse ratio rerum qualinmonmgue naturam
intelligendh, nempe per leges et regulas naturae universales™ .
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If T understand him correctly, 26 Curley is taking the equivalence of ‘natura’ and ‘aturae leges et
regulae’ (in the first sentence of the passage) as implying the identification of the two. But, this is
at most one possible way of explaining the equivalent structure of the sentence. Alternative
readings will take the equivalence as making the point that the cmstancy (being the same) of
nature, is identical to, or exemplified by, the amstancy of the laws and rules of nature, or even that
the constancy of “nature’s virtue and power of acting” is identical to, or exemplified by, the
constancy of the laws and rules of nature.” In other words, this textual source seems to be too
equivocal to support the weight of the bold suggestion that God is the most general law (or
principle) of nature.

One cluster of problems which this identification faces is that it seems not to fit the
properties Spinoza assigns to God. Take, for example, indivisibility (E1p128&13): what does it
mean that a law is indivisible? Surprisingly, most of Curley’s critics did not target this aspect of
his interpretation.?® One can easily see why a twentieth (or twenty-first) century scholar would
be tempted by such an interpretation - it bestows upon Spinoza a certain aura of modernity and
philosophical respectability - yet, as far as I can see (and I might well be wrong), it is hard to find

it in the text.?? In the following, I will concentrate my discussion on Curley’s explanation of the

26 One may cite Spinoza’s claim that the laws of nature are “inscribed in [the fixed and eternal things]” (TdIE, § 101) as
supporting the identification of the laws of nature with the attributes (assuming (wrongly, I think) that the “fixed and
eternal things” are the attributes and not the infinite modes). Yet, the inscription metaphor, though indicative of an
intimate connection between a thing and what is inscribed in it, does not support an identity between the two things (the

relation ‘x is inscribed in y, seems to be asymmetric, unlike, the identity relation).

27 Furthermore, the context of this discussion is Spinoza’s claim that human beings and their affects are not a
“dominion within dominion” in nature, that the same constancy and necessity which governs the rest of nature applies

equally to the human psyche.

28 Curley, however, is aware of the threat posed by God’s indivisibility (E1pp12-13) to his interpretation. See Spinoza’s
Meaphysic, 78.

29 To what extent Spinoza’s view of natural laws (even the physical ones) is modern is a truly difficult issue. Spinoza’s
view of the nature of mathematical entities is both surprising and difficult. Arguably, Spinoza did not share with Gallileo
(and Descartes) the view that “the book of nature is written in mathematical script”, and, it is at least questionable
whether he understood the laws of nature as quantitative or not (see Gueroult, “Spinoza’s Letter on the Infinite”, Gilead,

The Way of Spinaza’s Philosophy, 284, Gilead, “The Order and Connection of Things”, and my paper, “On the Exact

Science of Non-Beings: Spinoza’s view of Mathematics”).
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substance-mode relation as a causal relation, and leave aside this more problematic aspect of
Curley’s interpretation.
Curley openly admits that although his interpretation *makes sense of a great many
passages in [Spinoza’s] work, it will not deal equally well with all of them.”3° However, the fact
that his interpretation solves the problems we have just discussed makes Curley believe that the

allegedly minor discord between his interpretation and some other texts of Spinoza is a price

worth paying.

1.3 The Arnistotelian and Cartesian background of Spinoza’s discussion of Substance and Mode. -
Before we turn to examine the validity of Curley’s interpretation it is important to have a concise
overview of the historical background of Spinoza’s discussion of substance. This is so not only
because of the obvious reason that Spinoza was not working in a void, but also because the two
competing theories of substance which were clearly available to Spinoza - those of Aristotle and
Descartes - point out the two main ways of understanding Spinoza’s own concept of substance.
Obviously, what we can do here is only to provide a very general outline of these delicate issues.

The two main Joad for Arstotle’s discussion of substance are the Categories, and the
Metaphysics. In the Categories Anstotle discusses substance [owsiz] while explicating the ten
categories of being, of which ‘substance’ is the first and most important. Here is how Aristotle
defines substance:

A substance - that which is called a substance most strictly, and most of all - is that which is neither

said of a subject nor in a subject, e.g., the individual man or the individual horse. The species in

which the things primary called substances are, are called sedary substances, as also the genera of

these species. 31
For Aristotle, the term ‘substance’, in the full sense of the word, applies only to particular things,
such as a particular horse or a particular man. Whatever is not a particular thing, can either be

‘said of” a particular thing, or ‘be in’ a particular thing. To the first group belong the genera and

30 Curley, Spinaza’s Metaphysics, 78.

31 Categories, 2a12-2a17.
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species under which particular things fall (such as ‘man’, ‘animal’, etc). Examples of the second
group are ‘red’ or ‘hot” which describe particular things, yet, do not constitute genera or species.
In broad terms, we can say that the distinction between ‘being in’ and ‘being said of’ a subject is
a distinction between accidental vs. essential predication? Now, Aristotle allows for the
existence of secondary substances; these are the genera and species which are said of (but are
not in) the primary substances. Hence, whatever is not a primary substance depends on a
primary substance, since it has to either be in a primary substance, or be said of a primary
substance .33

In the Metaphysics, Aristotle claims that the substratum [hypokeirenon] “which underlies a
thing primarily is thought to be in the truest sense its substance.” The substratum itself is
defined as

[Tihat of which the other things are predicated, while it is not itself predicated of anything else.3*
Clearly the element which is stressed in the discussions of substance in both the Cazegories and
the Metaphysics is the independence of the substance, and in both texts this independence is cashed
out in terms of predication, i.e., (primary) substances do not depend on anything else of which
they are said to be predicated. Let’s mark this understanding of substance as the prediaation

32 The further question whether what is i a substance (such as whiteness) is repeatable or not, is a subject of a major
controversy among scholars. For two opposite views see Ackrill (Aristotle, Categories and De Interpretatione), and Owen
(“Inherence”).

33 For Aristotle, the relation ‘y is said of ¥’ is transitive. Hence, the genus which is said of an individual’s species, is also

(transitively) said of the individual itself.

34 Metaphysics VI (Z), 1028b36.
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definition of substance: A is a (primary) substance iff it is a subject of predication 3* and it is not
predicated of anything else. 3

What is Descartes’ conception of substance? First, it is clear that the Aristotelian
definition of substance was not alien to Descartes' contemporaries.’” Descartes himself, in the
Second Set of Replies which he appends to the Meditations, defines substance in terms that are
quite close to Aristotle’s view:8

Substance. This term applies to every thing in which whatever we perceive immediately resides, as in

a subject, or to every thing by means of which whatever we perceive exists. By ‘what we perceive’ is

meant any property, quality or attribute of which we have a real idea (CSM 1I, 114)
Unlike Aristotle’s characterization of primary substance, Descartes does not stipulate here that a
substance should not be predicated of anything else.? Yet, it is clear that what makes something
a substance is the fact that it is a subject of which properties are predicated. Following his
definition of substance, Descartes defines God as “the substance which we understand to be
supremely perfect, and in which we conceive absolutely nothing that implies any defect or

limitation in that perfection” (CSM II, 114). What is interesting in this definition is that in spite

35 An interesting question, which I will not discuss here, is whether an Aristotelian substance has to have properties. On

the one hand if the substance were to have no properties it would be unintelligible (in fact, it would be very much like an

Aristotelian ‘prime matter). On the other hand, if a substance must have properties, it would make the substance

dependent (admittedly, in a weak sense) on the properties, which seems to conflict with the independence of substance.

We will encounter a similar problem later in this chapter, when we address the question why Spinoza’s God must have

modes.

36 For a detailed discussion of the Aristotelian and Scholastic understanding of substance and its relation to Spinoza’s

views, see Carriero’s excellent article, “On the Relationship between Mode and Substance in Spinoza”.

37 See, for example, Arnauld and Nicole’s characterization of substance: “I call whatever is conceived as subsisting by

itself and as the subject of everything conceived about it, a thing. It is otherwise called a substance (Logic or the At of

Thinking, Part I, Chapter 2 (p. 30 in Buroker’s translation).

38 Cf. Rozemond (Deartes's Dualism, 7) for a similar stress on the continuity between the Scholastic and Cartesian views

. of substance.

39 In fact, in the Sixth Set of Replies, Descartes seems to allow for one substance to be predicated of another substance,

though only in a loose manner of speech (CSM II, 293). We will return to this text, when we discuss the question

whether the traditional interpretation of the substance-mode relation in Spinoza ascribes to Spinoza a category mistake.
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of the fact it makes God supremely perfect, it does not say that God is nore of @ substance than
other (finite) substances. Such a distinction between God, the substance in the strict sense of the
word, and finite substances does appear in Descartes’ most famous discussion of the topic, in
section 51 of the first part of the Prinaples:

By substance we can understand nothing other than a thing which exists in such a way as to depend

on no other thing for its existence. And there is only one substance which can be understood to

depend on no other thing whatsoever, namely God. In the case of all other substances, we perceive

that they can exist only with the help of God's concurrence. Hence the term 'substance’ does not

apply univocally, as they say in the Schools, to God and to other things; that is, there is no distinctly

intelligible meaning of the term which is common to God and his creatures. <In the case of created

things, some are of such a nature that they cannot exist without other things, while some need only

the ordinary concurrence of God in order to exist. We make this distinction by calling the latter

'substances' and the former 'qualities’ or ‘attributes' of those substances.>(CSM 1, 210)
Several prominent scholars suggested that in this passage Descartes introduced a new definition
of substance as an ‘independent being’. This, I believe, is somewhat imprecise, since the
independence of substance is also stressed by the Aristotelian definition of substance.*® Where
Descartes diverges from Aristotle is in the way he cashes this independence. While, for Aristotle
the independence of (primary) substance is defined solely in terms of predication, Descartes
stipulates that substance in the full sense of the word must also be ausally independent. Hence,
in addition to being self-subsisting, a full-fledged Cartesian substance must also fit the ausation
stipulation of substance: ‘x is a (full-fledged) substance only if it is not caused by anything else’.
Created substances are self-subsisting, yet externally caused by God. As a result, they are not

substances in the full sense of the word.

40 Garber (Deantes’ Metaphysical Physics, 328, n.7) points out that, in the Second Set of Replies, Descartes’ definition of
real distinction between substances (definition X on AT VII 162) seems “to allow for the possibility that there may be
substances that are not really distinct from one another”, by implying that some substances may not be really distinct
from reach other. Whether this was a mere slip of pen on Descartes’ side, or a genuine view (perhaps related to
Descartes’ claim that in some manner, clothes can be predicated of man) is an interesting issue that cannot be adequately

discussed here.
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This brings us to an interesting asymmetry between causation and predication in
Descartes’ view of substance. While Descartes is willing to grant the title ‘substance’ to things
which are ausally dependent only on God, he does not seem to be willing to make the same
compromise with regard to prediaation. Things which depend only on God in terms of
predication (i.e., God’s attributes) are not recognized in this passage (or, as far as I know, in any
other text of Descartes) as substances even in the weaker sense of word (i.e., as being dependent
only on God).*! This seems to indicate that even for Descartes, the sine gua non condition for
substantiality is still independence in terms of predication (.e., self-subsistence), and only once this
necessary condition is satisfied, ausal self-sufficiency distinguishes between God, the substance
in the full sense of word, and finite, created, substances. 42

What are Cartesian modes? Shortly after presenting his definition of substance in
Principles 1, 51, Descartes defines ‘mode’ as “what is elsewhere meant by an amribute or qualiry’.
Yet, attributes, as opposed to modes, are general and unchanging characteristics of substances
(Princples 1, 56).#> Modes are also asymmetrically dependent on their substance, both for their

existence and for their conceivability.*

41 Of course, for Descartes the distinction between a substance and its principal attribute (ie., the attribute which
constitutes its essence) is only a distinction of reason. Still, this does not make the attributes of God into substances (at

least not any more than the attributes of any firte substance).

42 Tn the Third Set of Replies Descartes suggests that reality or ‘thinghood’ admits of degrees: “A substance is more of a
thing than a mode; if there are real qualities or incomplete substances, they are things to a greater extent than modes, but
to a lesser extent than complete substances; and, finally, if there is an infinite and independent substance, it is more of a
thing than a finite and dependent substance” (CSM II 130). The “finite substances” of the third set of replies are
presumably the “created substances” of Prinaples I, 51. This text as well accepts self-subsistence as the sine qua non

criterion for being a substance.

43 On the distinction between attributes and modes, see Commrents on a Certain Broadsheet (CSM 1297 | AT VIIIB 348). Cf.
Garber (Deaartes” Meaphysical Physics, 65) for an illuminating discussion of the development of the distinction between

‘attribute’ and ‘mode’ in Descartes’ later work.

# For the conceptual dependence of modes on their substances, see Descartes' Pringples 1, 61 (CSM 1 214| AT VIIIA
29) and Comments on a Centain Broadsheer (CSM 1 298| AT VIIIB 35). For the ontological dependence of modes or
accidents on their substances, see Descartes' Fifth Set of Replies (CSM II 251| AT VII 364). Cf. Sixth Set of Replies
(CSMII 293| AT VII 435).
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Later in this paper we will discuss some further issues in Descartes’ view of substance
(such as the question whether for Descartes there is only one or many extended substances). But
before we return to our main issue - the substance-mode relation in Spinoza - let’s see how
would Curley relate to this Aristotelian and Cartesian background. From the point of view of
Curley’s interpretation,*> Descartes represents the crucial middle link in the transition from
substance as a self-subsisting being (the Aristotelian notion of substance) to substance as
causally independent being (the Spinozistic view of substance according to Curley). According to
this historical scheme, Descartes begins a move (the introduction of the causal notion of
substance) which is completed by Spinoza (in the elimination of self-subsistence from the

definition of substance).

1.4 Argunenis against Curley’s Interpretation. - Curley’s bold thesis has drawn substantial and
interesting criticism over the years. In what follows I will point out and further develop three
arguments of Curley’s critics, which I find most powerful. Later, I will add some further arguments,
which, I believe, are presented here for the first time.

() Panmtheism. - One crucial implication of Curley’s interpretation is that Spinoza’s famous
pantheism is nothing but a myth.#6 According to Curley, Spinoza identifies God not with nature
simpliciter, but with Natura natwrars, the active aspect of nature which includes the substance and its

attributes. Natwra naturata, the passive aspect of nature which is the domain of modes, is, according

# Curley concentrates on the Cartesian background of Spinoza’s understanding of substance and suggests that the
Cartesian distinction between substance and modes “involved two elements: a distinction between independent and
dependent being and distinction between subject and predicate” (Spinaza’s Metaphysics, 37). Spinoza, according to Curley
adopts only the first Cartesian distinction. As I mentioned earlier, I believe that the independence/dependence
dichotomy underlies both distinctions, which differ in terms of their explication of the independence of substance and
dependence of modes. In general, Curley hardly deals with the Aristotelian discussion of substance. Hence, the present
paragraph presents what I believe Curley should hawe said had he examined Spinoza’s view against the background of both
Aristotle and Descartes. In fact, a very similar historical scheme appears in Gueroult (Spinoza I, 63), though Gueroult
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