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      Early Modern Philosophy: Lecture 10—Spinoza on God and Nature 1. Introduction Last time we looked at Leibniz, the high representative of rationalism. Leibniz was a younger contemporary of Spinoza, and much of his philosophy can be seen as a way of adapting Spinoza’s rationalism in the direction of common sense. Spinoza is in many ways a purer rationalist than Leibniz. He can be seen as, in effect, giving a robustly rationalist response to Descartes. I said last time that the central principle of rationalism is perhaps this (the Principle of Sufficient Reason): (PSR) For everything which is so, there is a reason why it is so (and not otherwise). Spinoza does not give this principle the explicit prominence that Leibniz does (though it seems to be only relatively late that Leibniz himself saw that it was really the master-principle on which all others depended), but he clearly does hold it: Of everything whatsoever a cause or reason must be assigned, either for its existence, or for its non-existence (Ethics, I, Prop XI – abbreviated to Ip11). The simplest way of making sense of Spinoza is to understand this principle, and the general tenor of thinking which underlies it, as animating everything he says. Indeed, the whole organization of the Ethics reflects this kind of thinking. The Ethics is set out like an axiomatic science (the model was Euclidean geometry): it is a kind of expression of the belief that the world is essentially such as to make sense that the central truths about it can be systematized in this kind of way. 2. Substance again There are two key features of the traditional notion of substance: (S1) Substances are what are referred to by the subject-terms in subject-predicate sentences (‘Socrates is ugly’, say); (S2) Substances are self-standing, independent entitites. With Leibniz we concentrated particularly on (S1), though it’s clear that his attempt to explain how substances can be understood in that way also explains (and was meant to explain) how they can be understood in the second way. With Spinoza, it’s best to focus first on (S2), although he takes it, I think, that a proper treatment of the (S2) strand of the notion of substance will also make sense of the (S1) strand. 3. Key Definitions The Ethics begins with a set of ‘definitions’. You might expect these to be just clarifications of the accepted meanings of the terms, but in fact these definitions contain a good deal of philosophy. I’ll just look at some of these. (Id1) By that which is self-caused, I mean that of which the essence involves existence, or that of which the nature is only conceivable as existent. What is distinctive about this is the view of causation involved in it: to be caused is to be conceptually explicable. For a to cause b is for b to follow from a proper conceiving of a. This conflicts with a standard modern (Humean) conception of causation, which takes causation to be precisely a non-conceptual kind of explanation. The implicit insistence here that all explanation is conceptual is required by, and requires , the view that the world is such as to be intelligible through and through—which again is another expression of (PSR). (Id3) By substance, I mean that which is in itself, and is conceived through itself: in other words, that of which a conception can be formed independently of any other conception. You can see that this is an explanation of the (S2) strand of the notion of substance. What Spinoza is doing is understanding a substance as a thing which does not depend on another thing—with dependence understood in terms of conceptual dependence, as with (Id1) and in line with the (PSR). (Id4) By attribute, I mean that which the intellect perceives as constituting the essence of substance. This is one of the more obscure definitions, but much hangs on it. Originally an attribute was just something which is attributed to a substance—that is, a predicate (in Leibniz’s sense: what is referred to by 1 a predicate, in the modern, linguistic sense of ‘predicate’). But what Spinoza has in mind here is what Descartes called a ‘principal attribute or property’ (Descartes, Principles of Philosophy, I, 53). (‘Property’ translates the Aristotelian term idion, which is a quality peculiar to one thing.) A Cartesian principal attribute ‘constitutes [the] nature and essence’ of a thing (Principles, I. 53), and explains the thing’s having its other properties. It looks as if Descartes thinks that a substance can have only one principal attribute. It’s not immediately clear what Spinoza means by ‘attribute’. Clearly, it’s something like Descartes’s principal attribute: it’s necessary to a thing, it’s unique to that thing, and it explains other features of that thing. But it looks as if he does not think that a substance can only have one attribute (see (Id6)). Of course, the very idea of attributes affirms (PSR) again: we are looking for features which explain the properties of things, and the assumption is that they can be explained. (Id5) By mode, I mean the modifications of substance, or that which exists in, and is conceived through,something other than itself. This definition again is the subject of some controversy (for a reason which will emerge later). I think there is just one natural way of reading it: the modes of a substance are the qualities or states of a substance— that is, modes correspond to predicates in subject-predicate sentences. In that case, ‘existing in’ is the relation which holds between a quality or state and a substance which has that quality or state. And a mode exists in a substance in virtue of being ‘conceived through’ the essence of the substance—which I take to be an anticipation of Leibniz’s ‘predicate-in-notion’ account of the truth of subject-predicate sentences, and another affirmation of (PSR). (Id6) By God, I mean a being absolutely infinite – that is, a substance consisting in infinite attributes, of which each expresses eternal and infinite essentiality. Note that we have here a purely theoretical conception of God: God (you can already see) is going to turn out to be the ultimate substance, in the sense of self-standing, independently existing being. But there is nothing at all here of the God of most religions: no goodness, for example. (Id7) That thing is called free, which exists solely by the necessity of its own nature, and of which the action is determined by itself alone. On the other hand, that thing is necessary, or rather constrained, which is determined by something external to itself to a fixed and definite method of existence or action. Two things to note here: freedom is identified, in effect, with self-causation (see Id1), and what is called necessity here is not the opposite of contingency. What is contingent could have been otherwise; but there is no sense here that what is not ‘determined by something external to itself’ could have been otherwise. In effect, we have here a compatibilist account of freedom—an account which allows for the possibility of freedom even if everything is determined. 4. Key Axioms Again, I’ll just look at a few of these. (Ia1) Everything which exists, exists either in itself or in something else. (Ia2) That which cannot be conceived through anything else must be conceived through itself. I think these two go together (and indeed, say more or less the same thing, in Spinoza’s terms). The first says, in effect, that everything is either a substance, or a mode of a substance. In effect, this involves insisting on the fundamentality of subject-predicate structure—in both language and the world. And (Ia2) is what we can later recognize as the predicate-in-notion way of making sense of (Ia1). Given that the notion of substance is fixed in the first instance in terms of independence, (Ia1) in effect insists that the (S2) strand of the notion of substance be understood in terms of the (S1) strand. (Ia4) The knowledge of an effect depends on and involves the knowledge of a cause. This is, in effect, the assertion that dependent entities (modes) can only be conceived as dependent on the entities on which they depend (substances). (Ia7) If a thing can be conceived as non-existing, its essence does not involve existence. This seems to depend on the following assumption: (CP) If it is possible to conceive that p, then it is possible that p. 2 (CP) clearly underlies some of Descartes’s arguments for distinguishing between mind and body. It is natural to question it, but it is, once again, an expression of a form of (PSR): reason alone can reveal what is possible. 5. Key Propositions Let’s just look at some central (and obviously provocative) ones. (Ip1) Substance is by nature prior to its modifications. As Spinoza says, this is obvious from the definitions of substance and mode ((Id3) and (Id5)). This is once again uniting the (S1) and the (S2) strands of the notion of substance. (Ip5) There cannot exist in the universe two or more substances having the same nature or attribute. The argument for this is something like this, I think. Distinct substances must differ either in attributes or in modes ((Ip4) – but it follows pretty directly from (Ia1)). So if they don’t differ in attribute they must differ in mode. But substances are prior to modes, so their nature can’t be dependent on modes. But if the nature of a substance can’t be dependent on modes, difference of mode can’t be what distinguishes between substances. So understood, the argument seems to depend on taking distinguishing to be an explanatory relation. (Ip6) One substance cannot be produced by another substance. Spinoza argues for this both indirectly (via (Ip2), (Ip3), and (Ip5)) and directly (via (Ia4) and (Id3)). The direct route strikes me as the better one, since the whole conception of substance has surely been set up to make substances independent self-standing entities, which gives you (Ip6) directly. (Ip7) Existence belongs to the nature of substances. This looks as if it follows quickly from (Ip6) and (Id1) – but only if you also assume: Everything has a cause. And that looks like another form of (PSR). (Ip8) Every substance is necessarily infinite. This depends on two key thoughts. First, that a finite substance could only be finite by being limited by another substance with the same attribute (from (Id2)). And secondly, that no two substances could have the same attribute. Given (Id5), this means that every substance is (a) God. (Ip11) God, or substance, consisting of infinite attributes, of which each expresses eternal and infinite essentiality, necessarily exists. Spinoza offers three proofs of this. I’ll look just at the first two. The first is this: If this be denied, conceive, if possible, that God does not exist : then his essence does not involve existence. But this (Ip7) is absurd. Therefore God necessarily exists. This is a version of the Cartesian form of the ontological argument, and is subject to the usual criticisms of such arguments. The second proof is more characteristically Spinozist, it seems to me. The key assumption is the formulation of (PSR) which we noticed earlier: Of everything whatsoever a cause or reason must be assigned, either for its existence, or for its non-existence. And Spinoza argues that God could only not exist if something prevented him from existing—and that, of course, would make God a dependent being, and not a substance. (Ip14) Besides God no substance can be granted or conceived. You could also put this as: there is only one God. The basic argument is this. God has every possible attribute (unique explanatory characteristic). So if there were another substance it would have to share an attribute with God. But that’s already been ruled out (by (Ip5)). (Ip15) Whatsoever is, is in God, and without God nothing can be, or be conceived. 3 Remember what ‘in’ means (see (Id5) and (Ia1)). What this is claiming is that everything that exists is either God (who is in himself, of course) or else a mode of God. This last is a deeply puzzling claim. It seems to amount to making sticks and stones, tables and chairs, animals and people, just modes of the one real substance. And given the history of the terminology here, that seems to involve claiming that sticks and stones, tables and chairs, animals and people are all, as it were, qualities or states. And that is very hard to make any sense of. We seem to have three options here: (i) Bend the notion of mode, so that it allows these things to be modes, without disrupting our ordinary conception of these things; (ii) Bend our ordinary conception of these things, so that these things can be modes, without disrupting our ordinary notion of mode; (iii) Bend both our ordinary notion of mode and our ordinary conception of these things, so that the conceptions can, as it were, meet in the middle and allow these things to be modes. None of these options strikes me as very attractive. I think the difficulties here are the inevitable result of trying to force (S1) and (S2) together – or (equivalently, I think) trying to give a non-grammatical account of the relation between subject and predicate. (Ip18) God is the indwelling and not the transient cause of all things. There are two points here. First, God is the cause or explanation of all things – which is to say, everything flows from what is in, and what can be conceived in, God. (Again, think of Leibniz’s ‘predicate-in-notion’ conception.) But, secondly, God is not external to the world. This is helpfully explained in terms to be found elsewhere. In the Preface to Ethics IV (in the Latin edition anyway: the Dutch edition was altered), Spinoza speaks of ‘God or Nature’. And in the Scholium (comment) on (Ip29) he distinguishes between ‘Natura naturans’ and ‘Natura naturata’ (‘naturing Nature’ and ‘natured Nature’). These phrases correspond to two ways of thinking of the ‘world’. We can either think of the world just as God, with all that’s in it as modes of God (this is the Natura naturans perspective). Or we can think of the world as what is explained by God – the features we see around us, which we think of precisely as flowing from God’s nature. (Ip29) Nothing in the universe is contingent, but all things are conditioned to exist and operate in a particular manner by the necessity of the divine nature. Here we see Spinoza biting the bullet which Leibniz was reluctant to bite – even though, as I suggested last time, it looks as if Leibniz really is committed to it. The reasoning that gets you to this is very similar to the reasoning I used last week. Note that (Ip29) poses no immediate threat to freedom, because Spinoza has defined freedom in a way which is compatible with necessity (in the ordinary sense) – see (Id7) – even though, of course, only God is free in Spinoza’s system. 6. The Appendix The Appendix to Ethics I emphasises perhaps the Nature in ‘God or Nature’. Spinoza denies that God acts for any purpose; in particular God does not act for the benefit of human beings. He also denies that there is any order in nature, and, in effect, any meaning to life. Here is an anticipation of a kind of thought that appears in connection with modern evolutionary theory: When phenomena are of such a kind, that the impression they make on our senses requires little effort of imagination, and can consequently be easily remembered, we say that they are well- ordered ; if the contrary, that they are ill-ordered or confused. Further, as things which are easily imagined are more pleasing to us, men prefer order to confusion-as though there were any order in nature, except in relation to our imagination-and say that God has created all things in order ; thus, without knowing it, attributing imagination to God, unless, indeed, they would have it that God foresaw human imagination, and arranged everything, so that it should be most easily imagined. (Ethics, p. 22 in the online version) What is perhaps odd about this, is that without exactly the conception of God which Spinoza here criticizes it is hard to think of a reason to accept (PSR). Michael Morris 4 
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