History of Philosophy: Ren.-En.; worksheet on Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), 

Ethics, Demonstrated in Geometrical Order (1677), Part I, "Concerning God": "Definitions", "Axioms", Propositions 1-38 and Appendix (pp. (MP, pp. 129-149)

The book you are about to read has an unusual presentation.  Spinoza claims to prove his philosophical views as various propositions that follow deductively from a small set of axioms and definitions.  For reasons of time and clarity, we will largely ignore the ways in which Spinoza argues for his various views.  We will focus only on a few arguments, especially those found in Part I.  

To understand what motivates Spinoza’s project, we need turn no further than Descartes.  Spinoza was a very close reader and great admirer of Descartes, and he conceived his philosophical system as a way of overcoming some of the difficulties that plague Descartes’.  As we’ve seen in class, a very large problem with Descartes’ system is his metaphysical dualism, i.e., his view that there are just 2 kinds of substances: thought and extension (i.e., physical matter).  The problem with Descartes’ metaphysical dualism is that he believes that all causation happens among extended substances.  This is a consequence of his view in physics that the material universe is a closed system of causal forces governed by universal laws of motion.  This gives rise to two opposite difficulties.  

First, in saying that the physical universe is a closed system of forces, Descartes means that no force can be imposed on the material universe from something that’s not in it, and that’s not matter.  The huge difficulty here is that our free will, which Descartes believes belongs to thinking substance and not to material substance, does appear to exert a causal force on the material world – most obviously when our free will decides to do something and our body does it.  Descartes clearly believes that there is such an effect of mind on matter, even though this would appear to be ruled out by his view of physics.

Second, according to Descartes’ view of physics, no combination of matter and energy is ever lost from the material universe.  It’s very difficult to see how matter could ever exert a causal force on a non-material substance, like mind.  But this is precisely what appears to happen in sensation: interactions of material bodies and our material sense-organs, nerves, and brain somehow cause our mind to experience sensations.  Whereas nerve-signals and brain events are physical events, the experience of sensations are mental events – and Descartes’ picture of mind and body makes it very hard to see how physical events could ever cause mental events.  Descartes’ claim that the seat of the soul in the body is the pineal gland doesn’t solve the problem, but just makes it more acute: how do changes in the material pineal gland cause the mind to experience sensations?

Spinoza’s system, like Thomas Hobbes’ early materialism and George Berkeley’s slightly later idealism, is a kind of metaphysical monism.  Metaphysical monism is the view that there is just one kind of substance.  As we’ve seen, the challenge for metaphysical dualism is to account for the causal interaction of mind and matter.  The promise of metaphysical monism is that according to it, the mind-body problem just doesn’t arise.  Metaphysical monism, however, faces a different challenge: to make adequate sense of both what we call “physical events” and “mental events”.  The materialist brand of metaphysical monism always risks leaving out something important to mind (like free will or genuine knowledge); and the idealist brand of metaphysical monism always risks leaving out something important to matter (like extension in space).  Spinoza’s system is a valiant effort to account for both mind and matter without getting into the mess caused by metaphysical dualism.  

For lack of a better word, let’s call Spinoza’s brand of metaphysical monism holism.  This is the belief that there is ultimately not just one kind of substance, but actually just one substance.  For Spinoza, we can call this one and only substance either “God” or “nature”; it really doesn’t matter which.  (This is one of his many views that got him in trouble with Jewish authorities, and that would have gotten him in trouble with Christian authorities if they had ever found out about his views.)


Much of Spinoza’s reasoning can also be found in Descrates’ quite traditional view of:

1. substance, defined as “a thing which so exists that it needs no other thing in order to exist” (Principles of Philosophy, Part I, section 51).

2. attributes of substance, which are essential properties that always and necessarily belong to a substance.  For example: 

a. perception, free will, and indivisibility are attributes of thinking substance; and 

b. shape, position, motion, mass, and divisibility are attributes of extended substance.

3. modes, or affections, of (attributes of) substance, which are particular things that happen to a substance.  For example, the fact that I’m thinking about Spinoza is a mode, or affection, of me as a thinking substance.  And the fact that my body is sitting in my office is a mode, or affection, of my body as an extended substance.

Notice that Descartes’ definition of substance, together with his definition of God as “an absolutely perfect being” (PoP I, 14) thus having infinite actual reality, already entails that “in fact only one substance can be understood which clearly needs nothing else, namely, God.  We perceive that all other things can exist only by the help of God’s concurrence.  That is why the word substance does not pertain univocally to God and to other things, as they say in the Schools, that is, there is no meaning that can be distinctly understood as common to God and to his creatures” (PoP, I, 51).  From here, it’s just a short step to Spinoza’s conclusion that there is just one substance: God.

Questions:

1. How does Spinoza define “substance” (definition 3) and “God” (definition 6).  How are these different from Descartes’, as given just above?

2. How many attributes does God have (proposition 11)?  Why?

3. Why is Spinoza concerned to deny that God can be divided (proposition 13)?  How can you make sense of this?

4. How many substances are there, and what are they (proposition 14)?

5. Why does God act as He does (proposition 17)?

6. Pay close attention to the Scholium, or note, to proposition 17.  Is God’s will free, i.e., “spontaneous”, “arbitrary”, or completely unconstrained?  Why or why not? 

7. Is God’s will different from His intellect (also in the Scholium to proposition 17)?  Why or why not?

(Proposition 18 basically says that God is not some outside (“transitive”) force acting upon the world.  Rather, He is the world, and is thus “immanent” to it.)  What we call a particular thing or event is a mode, or affection, of an attribute of the one and only substance, God.  Naturally, such modes are finite, since they only last for a finite amount of time, and have only a finite amount of force on the things around them.  And God, of course, is necessarily eternal and infinite.

8. The metaphysical view that the particular things that happen to exist, and the particular events that happen to occur, could not have been any other way is known as causal determinism.  Phrased in Spinoza’s terminology, causal determinism would be the view that the modes (of attributes) of substance could not have been otherwise.  Is Spinoza a causal determinist in this sense (Propositions 20-29)?  Why or why not?  

9. Explain, in your own words, Spinoza’s distinction between “Natura naturans” (i.e., “nature naturing”) and “Natura naturata” (i.e., “nature natured”) (Scholium to Proposition 29).

10. In the Scholium to Proposition 17 (pp. 137f), Spinoza argued that God’s will is not free (i.e., “spontaneous”, “arbitrary”, or completely unconstrained).  What about human will?  Is it free in this sense (Proposition 32)?  Why or why not?

11. What is Spinoza’s “diagnosis” of our belief that some things – such as future events – are contingent, i.e., that they could have been differently (Scholium 1 to Proposition 33)?  That is, why do we believe in contingency?

Scholium 2 to Proposition 33 (pp. 143-145) contains a powerful two-stage argument that God’s will is in no way free.  

12. In stage one of the argument (the first three paragraphs of Scholium 2 to Proposition 33 [pp. 143f]), Spinoza argues that, given that the causal laws governing the universe are the most perfect ones possible, God has no choice but to ensure that all events in the universe occur according to just these causal laws.  What’s his reasoning here?

13. Stage two of the argument occurs in the last two paragraphs of Scholium 2 to Proposition 33 (pp. 144f).  Here Spinoza argues against the following view: 

Things must happen in this universe as they do because they happen according to the causal laws governing our universe.  And these are the causal laws governing our universe because (a) they are the most perfect causal laws, and (b) God, being perfect, has chosen the most perfect causal laws.  But if God could change the standard of perfection for the causal laws governing the universe, then God would have chosen entirely different causal laws.  And if God had chosen entirely different causal laws, then things would happen differently than they do.  Thus if God could change the standard of perfection, then the way things happen to occur in our universe would be contingent.  And since God can change the standard of perfection, the way things happen to occur in our universe is contingent.  

What’s Spinoza’s reasoning against this view?

In the Appendix to Part II (pp. 145-149), Spinoza argues that the universe has no purpose, or final cause.  (This is more radical than Descartes’ view that God has ultimate purposes for the universe, but that these are beyond the grasp of our finite minds.)  In particular, Spinoza argues that God did not create the universe for man’s sake, and has made mad so that he should worship God.  

14. In the third and fourth paragraphs of the Appendix (pp. 145f), Spinoza offers a “diagnosis” of our belief that there is a purpose to the universe?  (This is similar to his “diagnosis” of our belief in contingency, in Scholium 1 to Proposition 33.)  That is, why do we believe that God has given the universe a final cause?  

15. In the fifth through seventh paragraphs of the Appendix (pp. 146f), Spinoza argues that the universe has no purpose, or final cause.  What’s his argument?  Hint: it takes God’s perfection as a premise.

16. In the eighth through eleventh paragraphs of the Appendix (pp. 147-149), Spinoza argues that the false view that the universe has a final cause is responsible for our mistaken views of such normative, or evaluative, concepts as good, bad, right, wrong, praise, blame, order, confusion, beauty, and ugliness.  What are his reasons here?  Does he think that such concepts are really absolute (i.e., that they apply to the universe as it is in itself), or only relative to the human mind and senses?  Explain.

