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Spinoza on God

Summary:

Against a transcendent view of God: Spinoza makes two assumptions: 1. God must be conceived as infinite; 2. The world is intelligible i.e. there must be an answer to the questions (i) 'Why does anything exist?', (ii) 'Why are things as they are?'. 2(ii) involves seeing causal necessity as akin to logical necessity in the sense that we can see why these fundamental laws must hold. This creates serious problems for Descartes' picture of creation, in which there could be no understanding of the mechanism. It is also incompatible with the idea that God could have created a quite different world.

Criticism of arguments for a transcendent view of God: Spinoza also has a more general attack on attempts to explain why things are as they are by appeal to a being who created them that way for a reason (Appendix to Part I): 1. It is obvious Nature has no particular goal in view; 2. It conflicts with the claim that God is perfect 3. Postulating a God external to the world fills no explanatory gap; it simply replaces one mystery by another.
God: substances and modes: In effect Spinoza defines 'God' as 'that which is the ultimate explanation of everything'. He then argues that God, in this sense, exists and is identical with Nature. His reasoning starts from the observation that individual things in the world are produced by external causes. It follows, Spinoza argues, that we cannot form an adequate conception of them without a knowledge of their causes; and so that they are not substances. (l.Def iii, I.Axiom iv, I.6. Cor). Spinoza assumes here that I do not have a proper understanding of any individual thing unless I can see its place in the total causal order. There may be things to be said for that claim. If we accept it we must accept that individual things are 'modes' (cf I.def v; I.6. Note 2): they 'exist in' something else as the shape exists in the vase. Spinoza [somehow] reaches the conclusion that there is only one substance i.e. Nature. An 'individual thing' is a form that Nature now takes in the sense that a proper understanding of it involves a knowledge of the whole of Nature i.e. the entire past and future history of the Universe viewed timelessly: 'Whatsoever is, is in God, and without God nothing can be, or be conceived" (I.15).
God as self-caused: But can the existence of God/Nature be explained by reference to an external cause? If so, it is not a substance; and we are faced with the threat of an infinite regress of causes. If not, its existence is a brute unexplained fact and we do not have ultimate intelligibility. Spinoza’s solution is to suggest that it is self-caused (cf I.def I) i.e. if we had an adequate conception of it we would see why it exists without appeal to anything outside it. He claims to prove this (I.11+proof, I.xi+proof); but he appeals to “Of everything whatsoever a cause or reason must be assigned”, and that is just what is at issue.

God’s eternity and freedom: Spinoza's God did not set the world up and then leave it to its own devices. He can be seen immediately in everything that happens (I.28). We might have two worries: 1. Doesn't it follow that God is in a constant process of change? No (I.20. Cor 2). God is Nature as a whole, the whole historical process, viewed timelessly (cf I.19). 2.  Everything that happens in Nature has to happen as it does (cf I.33). Doesn't it follow that God is not free; indeed, is in no important sense an agent at all? No (cf I.25-36, and lecture on freedom.)

Against transcendent view
By God I understand a being absolutely infinite, i.e., a substance consisting of an infinity of attributes, of which each one expresses an eternal and infinite essence.

Exp.: I say absolutely infinite, not infinite in its own kind; for if something is only infinite in its own kind, we can deny infinite attributes of it but if something is absolutely infinite, whatever expresses essence and involves no negation pertains to its essence. [I.Def 6 + explanation]

[T]here must be, for each existing thing, a certain cause on account of which it exists. [I.8.Note 2]

For each thing there must be assigned a cause, or reason, as much for its existence as for its nonexistence. For example, if a triangle exists, there must be a reason or cause why it exists; but if it does not exist, there must also be a reason or cause which prevents it from existing, or which takes its existence away. [I.11.Another proof]

P3: If things have nothing in common with one another, one of them cannot be the cause of the other.


Dem.: If they have nothing in common with one another, then (by A5) they cannot be understood through one another, and so (by A4) one cannot be the cause of the other, q.e.d. [I.3 + proof]

Criticism of arguments for traditional view
All the prejudices I here undertake to expose depend on this one: that men commonly suppose that all natural things act, as men do, on account of an end; indeed, they maintain as certain that God himself directs all things to some certain end, for they say that God has made all things for man, and man that he might worship God…… Furthermore, they find--both in themselves and outside themselves--many means that are very helpful in seeking their own advantage, e.g., eyes for seeing, teeth for chewing, plants and animals for food, the sun for light, the sea for supporting fish. Hence, they consider all natural things as means to their own advantage. And knowing that they had found these means, not provided them for themselves, they had reason to believe that there was someone else who had prepared those means for their use. …… But while they sought to show that nature does nothing in vain (i.e., nothing which is not of use to men), they seem to have shown only that nature and the Gods are as mad as men. See, I ask you, how the matter has turned out in the end! Among so many conveniences in nature they had to find many inconveniences: storms, earthquakes, diseases, etc. These, they maintain, happen because the Gods are angry on account of wrongs done to them by men, or on account of sins committed in their worship. And though their daily experience contradicted this, and though infinitely many examples showed that conveniences and inconveniences happen indiscriminately to the pious and the impious alike, they did not on that account give up their longstanding prejudice. [I.Appendix]

Again, this doctrine [of God creating things for some reason] takes away God's perfection. For if God acts for the sake of an end, he necessarily wants something which he lacks. [I.Appendix]
God: substances and modes
By substance I understand what is in itself and is conceived through itself, i.e., that whose concept does not require the concept of another thing, from which it must be formed. [I.Def 3]

By mode I understand the affections of a substance, or that which is in another through which it is also conceived. [I.Def 5]
For by substance they would understand what is in itself and is conceived through itself, i.e., that the knowledge of which does not require the knowledge of any other thing. But by modifications they would understand what is in another, those things whose concept is formed from the concept of the thing in which they are. [I.8.Note 2]

The knowledge of an effect depends on, and involves, the knowledge of its cause. [I.Axiom 4]

[A] substance cannot be produced by anything else. …. For if a substance could be produced by something else, the knowledge of it would have to depend on the knowledge of its cause (by A4). And so (by D3) it would not be a substance [I.6.Cor].

Whatever is, is in God, and nothing can be or be conceived without God. [I.15]

Particular things are nothing but affections of God's attributes, or modes by which God's attributes are expressed in a certain and determinate way. [I.25.Cor]
God as self-caused
By cause of itself I understand that whose essence involves existence, or that whose nature cannot be conceived except as existing. [I.Def 1]
God, or a substance consisting of infinite attributes, each of which expresses eternal and infinite essence, necessarily exists. [I.11] [Proof] For each thing there must be assigned a cause, or reason, as much for its existence as for its nonexistence [I.11.Alternative proof]. [But] a substance cannot be produced by anything else [I.6.Cor]. [So] a substance …. will be the cause of itself, i.e. (by D1), its essence necessarily involves existence, or it pertains to its nature to exist, q.e.d. [I.7.proof]
In nature there is nothing contingent, but all things have been determined from the necessity of the divine nature to exist and produce an effect in a certain way. [I.29]
Things could have been produced by God in no other way, and in no other order than they have been produced. [I.33]

