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Leszek Kolakowski is a philosopher of immense learning, breadth and delightful humour. His career has taken him from Poland to the leading universities of Canada, the United States and Britain, and from orthodox Marxism through unorthodox socialism to a sharp-eyed scepticism toward all who pretend to explain everything. He was recently the deserving recipient of the Library of Congress’s John W. Kluge Prize for lifetime contribution to the humanities. 

The present collection of papers draws on three central decades of his writing and experience. It ought to be a better book than it is. And it would be better, were it not so heterogeneous. Although every essay in it has merit and some that have a great deal, taken together they do not make a book. It gives the reader the impression that Kolakowski inadvertently handed his publisher not the intended manuscript, but his “miscellaneous” folder.

The papers of this collection were gathered from far-flung places and times (1950s-1970s) and have in many cases been translated out of their original Polish, French or German. They are uneven in length, intention and in style. As the author himself says in his foreword: “There is no common theme in it, although most of these texts deal with seventeenth-century philosophy and theology. They were written independently of each other.”

On the other hand, almost any reader interested in the history of ideas will learn something from this diverse collection. Substantial essays on major figures like Spinoza, Bayle, Gassendi, Luther and Marx are complemented by studies of minor ones like Uriel Da Costa and Richard Avenarius. 

As that list of names suggests, Kolakowski is interested as much by religious as by philosophical history. And this collection contains representative essays dealing expertly with early modern non-denominationalism, religious radicalism and dissent. 

Readers who have no scholarly interest in either the religious or philosophical history of the early Enlightenment may still be intrigued by Kolakowski’s thoughts on Louis Althusser’s approach to Marx, or on the theological heritage of contemporary thought or, if all else fails, on the epistemology of strip tease.

The disheartening diversity of theme is at least mitigated to some extent by an underlying unity of approach. In the thinkers he deals with, in the intellectual movements and philosophical systems he discusses, Kolakowski is usually able to uncover a similar pathology. Like the Spinoza of the title essay, each of them has, so to speak, two eyes. Kolakowski is interested in philosophers and philosophies where there are two ill-matched eyes, eyes that do not present a single vision, as they do in normal people, but see different and usually irreconcilable things. 

Thus the two eyes of Spinoza are the two incompatible freedoms to which he seems equally attached: In his metaphysics he recognizes divine freedom of a kind which makes individual freedom impossible. Spinoza’s pantheistic God is Nature itself. Therefore to call him free is only to say that nothing outside him constrains his action, not that his actions are unconstrained. To call God free is simply to say that he acts according to the necessity of his own nature. All nature’s parts, including ourselves, lack even that freedom. Our actions are caused by other parts of nature impinging upon us. If we think we are free, it is because we are unaware of the causes of our action. So Spinoza the metaphysician.

In his politics, however, Spinoza is a liberal, who encourages and defends the same individual freedom his metaphysics denies. Kolakowski does not try to reconcile these two competing ideas, but rather to assist the reader to see the value of each of them as deeply as Spinoza does. 

You can see another version of this same conflict in the collection’s second essay, “Spinoza: A Metaphysics of Suicide or of Survival?” If Spinoza is a pantheist, then he is also a monist, meaning that he recognizes only one substance as fully real. The innumerable individual substances we normally imagine to exist, including ourselves, are really only modes of the one true substance, who is God or Nature. According to Spinoza’s monism, God alone is completely actual. We are no more individuals than are waves on the surface of the sea.

And yet that is not all of Spinoza. In seeming contradiction to his monism Spinoza tries to allow for individual substances after all, by assigning to each a conatus, a sort of life-force, or principle of self-individuation and self-assertion, which works to maintain its integrity within the system of nature. “There is no solution for this inconsistency,” Kolakowski tells us

no way out that would bring Spinoza’s thought into inner harmony without destroying what is the most genuine in it. ... This contradiction cannot be set aside within the world of Spinoza’s thought. It repeatedly reappears in all the pieces of his philosophical edifice. (p. 21f)

A related contradiction also lies at the heart of the Protestant Reformation of a century earlier. Martin Luther came to believe that there is nothing in our corrupt nature that could in itself lead us to God, and that nature therefore had to be rejected in favour of a total reliance on God. On the one hand, this can lead – and, according to Kolakowski, it has led – to mysticism of two kinds. First, we can be led to reject nature and identify with God, striving to be absorbed into his all-sufficiency. Or, on the other hand, we may identify God with nature in a form of pantheism, as did the German philosophers of the nineteenth century (pre-eminently Hegel) who were among Luther’s heirs.

The most common philosophical outgrowth of Lutheranism, however, is not mysticism of any kind, but radical existentialism, which involves an individualism that rejects fixed dogma or creeds and is hostile to the  religious community that grows up around assertions of dogma. According to such radical believers (the most famous of which is probably the nineteenth century Lutheran, Søren Kierkegaard), faith must be existential and individual, not creedal and communitarian. Yet faith without doctrine is itself a religious paradox. Because it precludes finding any dogmatic resting place,  it inevitably leads believers away from religion toward a secular society.

Kolokowski presents many of the different religious and philosophical faces which contradiction has assumed. The only moral he is willing to draw from the whole picture, he says ironically, is: “Quod nihil scitur. That nothing can be known. But even this might be exaggerated.” (p. vii).
I don’t know how many people will want to work through all these scholarly papers for that sparse reward. And yet there are many essays here that historians of religious and philosophical ideas will want to consult individually. The solution: order it for your university library. 

