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Individual bodies and ‘conatus’ (This material is not officially part of the module; but it fills out Spinoza’s view in a way some might find interesting.)
There is a further – much more radical - way in which Spinoza is marked off from contemporary materialists. It is more radical in that it marks him off, too, from a completely pervasive, common sense, assumption about what we are. 

   We need to approach this slowly. We can start with his view of the individual human body. At this point, he is, in one sense, close to Descartes. Both deny that there is a multiplicity of material substances. The natural world is a single substance, and what we think of as ‘individual things’ are modes of that ie forms that it now takes. Spinoza’s reasons for taking this view are very different from Descartes’s. In Descartes, this is related to his idea that the essence of matter is extension. In Spinoza, as we have seen, it flows from his idea that knowledge of a thing depends on knowledge of its causal relations to other things: so we do not have an adequate conception of any ‘individual thing’ in the absence of an understanding of its place in Nature as a whole.
    Of course, both Descartes and Spinoza must acknowledge that, in practice, we think of the world as composed of individual objects. Spinoza does not suggest that this idea is wholly illusory: II.Lemma 1. So what we think of as individual material objects - this book, this table etc – are, in reality, portions of the single extended substance marked off from the rest of that substance by 'motion and rest, quickness and slowness' ie by the way in which it moves independently in relation to the rest: II.Lemma 3. Axiom 2. Def. 

There is a further dimension to his account of an individual living body: III.4, III.6, Short Treatise, Metaphysical Thoughts. Whatever is alive has, what Spinoza calls, ‘conatus’: a striving to preserve itself in being - a resistance to destruction by external forces. Indeed, this is what life is. There need be no conscious trying; what Spinoza is speaking of is simply the way in which what we think of as an individual living entity – an animal or plant – is marked off from its surroundings as a self-contained, self-preserving, system. What Spinoza has in mind here is, perhaps, partly simply the way in which something constitutes an ‘individual thing’ through the way in which the particles composing it hold together eg a stack of marbles is not an object in its own right in the sense in which an individual marble or tree is in that it, by contrast with them, can be scattered into parts by a gentle nudge. But further, specifically with living things, ‘conatus’ is seen in a thing’s defence reactions in the face of threats (eg fleeing), seeking food, automatic bodily healing mechanisms etc. This ‘striving to preserve in being’ takes on a particular significance in relation to human beings – which we will come back to.
Spinoza goes on to make points about the identity of bodies: II.Lemma(iv), (v). What constitutes a given human body as the body it is - and what allows us to say it is the same body at different times – is not the identity of its material constituents. This body is in constant interaction with its environment: constantly losing and gaining particles. This doesn't undermine the claim that it is a persisting individual body in the everyday sense. What we mean when we say it is the same body (eg the same tree) is not that it is composed of the same matter (atoms). What we are concerned with here is the identity of a dynamical system. It can grow, and change particles. It remains the 'same individual' provided the particles lost are replaced by others in the same relation to the whole. While there are details we could discuss, this seems to be basically right.

Relation of mind to body

    Spinoza's account of the human mind parallels this – as it must do since to speak of the mind and of the body of an individual human being is to speak of the same thing conceived under different attributes.  Thus, just as the human body is composed of many particles, so the human mind is composed of many ideas: II.15. What makes a body the particular body that it is is its structure. Similarly with the mind: what makes it this mind is not the individual ideas that compose it, but its structure. While that may not be completely easy to understand, we can note one thing Spinoza is denying: an individual mind is not an entity that has all these ideas – it simply is the system of ideas. Just as a body simply is the system of particles. 
    So the picture is this. God/Nature can be conceived in two ways ie under two attributes: as thinking, and as extended. ‘Individual bodies’ are manifestations of God conceived as extended – a portion of the bowl of porridge marked off from the rest by the way it moves as a whole in relation to the rest. Particular ideas - acts of thinking - bear the same relation to God conceived as thinking. An individual human body is a system of modes - particular manifestations - of substance conceived as extended. An individual human mind is a system of modes of substance (ideas) conceived as thinking. The relation between mind and body is this. Every portion of substance can be conceived in two ways: as thinking or as extended. What we think of as the extended particles making up a particular human body can also be thought of as a set of ideas. So: conceived under one attribute, the system is a body; conceived under another, it is a mind. The human mind is the idea of the human body i.e. the system of ideas that constitute an individual human mind is the same system, conceived under a different attribute, as the system of particles that constitutes that human body.

     We can use the analogy with a painting to bring out a further point. Spinoza denies that talk of ‘mind’ and ‘body’ is talk of two kinds of entity that are causally connected. Now take a painting of a face. There are certain lines on the paper; and there is a soft smile on the lips. Those are not two kinds of entity, but two ways of looking at a single entity. And what is the relation between the arrangement of lines and the softness of the smile? If you change the lines, you change the character of the smile. Yet it would be odd to speak of the relationship as causal. We don't have two entities to be causally connected. It might be better to say: 'In changing the lines you are changing the smile'. These are not two causally connected changes. The connection is guaranteed in a stronger than causal sense: no breakdown in the laws of nature could change the connection.
     This closely parallels the way Spinoza sees the mind-body relation: II.7. Not because they are causally connected. It is not like a case in which I press the switch and the lights come on. There are not two causally connected entities. The connection is much closer. The unity is more fundamental: the relation is written into the nature of things in a more fundamental way. When I will my arm to rise, my arm rises. But not because the willing causes the rising. Rather, the 'two' events are really a single event viewed in two different ways: II.7.Note; III.2.Note. On Spinoza’s account it is quite wrong to suggest, for example, that my anger caused me to storm out of the room, or that hitting my hand caused me to feel pain. Every mental event is to be completely explained in terms of prior mental events; and every bodily event is to be completely explained in terms of prior bodily events. And yet the causal sequence of mental events runs parallel to that of bodily events – by virtue of a necessity more fundamental than any causal necessity.
‘My body’

One of the clearest statements of Spinoza’s position is this: II.12-13. The human mind and the human body is a single thing conceived in different ways. So every change in one is reflected in a change in the other. Spinoza puts this by saying: for every change in the body there is an ‘idea’ of it in the mind. But what on earth are we to make of that? What is the bodily change that corresponds to my fleeting thought about Paris? And what is the mental change that corresponds to a particular excretion from my liver? Well, to grasp how Spinoza would respond to those questions we must appreciate that his position is much more radical than I have suggested so far. The view I have presented so far appeals to our normal notion of the ‘human body’ – that is, this thing of flesh and blood - and contrasts that with the world beyond of which we sometimes have knowledge through sense experience. Spinoza’s view is much more radical in that it calls in question that whole way of thinking of the contrast between my body – or, as we might equally say, myself – and the rest of the world.

We can ask: what makes me think of this body as ‘my body’? What leads me to pick this body out from all the bodies in the world as having a quite special relation to me? Why, in my thought about myself and the world, do I give a privileged position to this particular physical organism – the one composed of these arms, legs, liver, lungs etc.? What is special about this organism that leads me think of it as my body – or, perhaps, as me? We might say: the fact that it has a quite special place in my experience of the world. But what does that come to? In what way is the place of this body special? We might say: ‘It is always there, in the sense that, while my experience of other things comes and goes, my own body is inescapable. For example, in my experience, various views of this body form a background to changing views of other bodies; and feelings in this body form a background to changing tactile perceptions of other bodies’. But while, perhaps, there is something right in that, it may not go very far. Much of what I think of as ‘my body’ is not a recurring element in my experience – for example, the back of my head, or my liver.      
 We may get closer to the key point in this way: ‘It is the body that has a privileged position in my interactions with the rest of the world. All perception of other bodies runs through this one ie only if it affects this body (these eyes, these hands) do I see or feel another body. Again, all action on other bodies runs through this body: for example, I can’t get the pen to rise directly, but only by moving this body in a way that moves the pen. Further, all damage to me runs through this body. While my wellbeing is dependent on lots of things external to this body – for example, in a positive way on the sun, in a negative way on an explosion - these things only affect me by way of this body. The explosion only damages me if it has effects on this body eg if it tears this flesh; and if this flesh torn is in that way, the damage done to me is the same whatever the external cause’.

Now we might put Spinoza’s thought in this way: If we think this through properly, I will give up identifying myself with this bodily being in the way I now do. I will no longer privilege this body in the way I do when I think of it as my body. 
In the next lecture I will develop the change in our thought about ourselves that Spinoza thinks this must lead to.
