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My research is focused upon early modern philosophy—especially the epistemology and 
metaphysics of Spinoza. But my research projects also connects the influence of early-
modern to contemporary thinking on such topics as monism, the grounding relation, 
causation, modality, intuition, evidence, and explanation.  
 
My dissertation, entitled Certainty in Spinoza’s Rationalism (a full description is appended to my 
CV) is my attempt to explain Spinoza’s absolute commitment to reason. I offer an 
explanation for why Spinoza trusts his clear and distinct ideas over revealed religion, political 
authority, and even his own two eyes. My explanation centers upon the psychological 
certainty that Spinoza claims he experiences introspectively when he makes clear inferences 
or forms a clear and distinct idea. I intend to turn this project into published monograph. My 
dissertation also pointed to several lines of research that I was unable to fully explore within 
scope of the work. Over the next few years then, I also plan to pursue the following three 
research projects. 
 

Certainty in Early Modern Accounts of Introspection: It is from introspection 
that the many great philosophers of this period selected the basic building blocks for 
their elaborate systems. For example, Hume begins his investigation of the human 
understanding by selecting sensory impressions like color, sound, and scent, as the 
most basic and indubitable units of mental content. And from this starting point it is 
no surprise that he puts forward devastating challenges to our notion of causation: 
Even the most hardened of rationalists must grant that between two distinct 
sensations no necessary connection can be found. But what the rationalists (and even 
other empiricists) of this era can and do dispute is Hume’s claim that sensory 
impressions are the most basic and “forceful and vivid” of all mental content. The 
rationalists are more impressed with the “clarity and distinctness” of the ideas of the 
intellect. And herein lies the difficulty in trying to interpret (and adjudicate) many of 
the systematic disagreements of this era: Among the philosophical giants of this 
period, there is no consensus over what mental content should be used to evaluate 
the veracity of other mental content. The forceful and vivid impressions that Hume 
uses to “throw light” on notions like causation, “which lie in obscurity,” are 
themselves according to rationalists like Spinoza, “confused and mutilated.” 
This type of epistemic disagreement takes place at a level prior to the developed 
systems of this period. The disagreement occurs at the level of introspection, and 
must be understood and adjudicated in terms of the introspective claims that 
underwrite the rival systems, and not in terms of the developed claims produced by 
the philosophical systems. In this project I wish to analyze the specific claims about 
introspective certainty made by Hume, Descartes, Leibniz, Berkeley and Locke in 
order to improve our understanding of their fundamental commitments. 
 
The Atheist Ontological Argument Project: It is commonly thought that 
Spinoza’s ontological argument is a deduction of God’s existence from the principle 
of sufficient reason. In papers now in development, I have argued that Spinoza’s 
ontological argument is no such thing: It is an introspective thought experiment that 
shows the impossibility of conceiving the non-existence of god. I argue that just as 



the expression “That, which is the case” can, without argument, be seen to 
necessarily have a referent (even in a world devoid of objects), Spinoza claims that 
his idea of a single, infinite Substance is also seen as necessarily instantiated if it is 
conceived adequately. I would like to pursue this topic and explore the philosophical 
significance of Spinoza’s argument: Spinoza does not attempt to prove the existence 
of the God of theology. He considers the existence of such a being to be impossible. 
Instead, Spinoza gives a conceptual argument that the single Substance underlying 
his system of metaphysics can be conceived only as existing. Spinoza’s ontological 
argument then, is not of service to theology, but to metaphysics. For if, contra Kant 
and other, more contemporary analysis, we can form a concept that necessarily 
corresponds with the most fundamental of existing things, then metaphysics need 
not be speculative—we can engage in a conceptual analysis that is necessarily an 
analysis of an existing thing. Spinoza’s ontological argument is then, intended as a 
conceptual “proof” that rationalist philosophy can reveal the actual nature of things. 
It is I think an argument that needs to reconsidered in light of the contemporary 
monist metaphysics (as developed, for example, by such thinkers as Jonathan 
Schaffer, Terence Horgan and Motjaz Potrc) that is popular in the current literature.  
 
The Field Metaphysics Project:  Valttari Viljanen and Jonathan Bennett have both 
argued—I think correctly—that Spinoza is committed to a Field Metaphysic that 
bears a close resemblance to the ontology of Classical Field Physics. In Spinoza’s 
Field Metaphysics all physical things are seen as properties of single extended 
substance. Similarly, in classical field physics, particles and forces are treated as 
derivative properties of a single extended field. Indeed, Richard Healy has argued 
that, “a classical, unified field theory of the kind Einstein sought would have squared 
remarkably well with Spinoza’s metaphysics.” The similarity between these two 
ontologies is especially remarkable, given that Spinoza’s arguments for his Field 
Metaphysic are of a decidedly un-empirical bent—he makes no reference to 
experiment or measurement at all. I want to explore the connections between these 
two ontologies. I believe that these connections reveal a possible role of rationalist 
considerations within contemporary physics, both in regard to the determination of 
non-testable ontological assumptions and in the determination of certain heuristic 
principles (e.g. the principle of parsimony, the principle of sufficient reason, etc.).  
 
 


