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Spinoza on time and eternity

Summary

When Spinoza speaks of something as being 'eternal' he does not mean that it exists for ever, but rather that there is no place for questions about how long it exists for (cf numbers). 

The eternity of the mind (i): transcendence of time. So when he says that the mind is eternal he does not mean that it continues to exist after the death of the body (cf V.34.Note) (though he occasionally seems to slip on this eg V.38); Spinoza thinks that normal views of life after death are ridiculous (V.41+Note). To appreciate his view of ‘the eternity of the mind' we need to consider his ideas about time and the emotions (IV.9.Cor). We feel less intensely about things that lie in the past or (distant) future than about present things; it is our lack of certainty about its occurrence that is responsible for the lesser intensity. So if we had a proper understanding we would care equally about all times (cf 4.62+proof). Spinoza's ethical ideal is one in which we escape our normal immersion in time, and so do not have these differences in feelings. But his argument for this conclusion is flawed, since his explanation of why we care less about things distant in time is wrong.

Transcendence of attachment to particulars: There are other respects in which Spinoza argues that we should transcend our normal immersion in the world. We love and hate particular individuals because we think of them as the cause of our pleasure or pain. He concludes that love and hate of individuals is based on ignorance (cf III.13.note; III.49.note). The rational being's emotions will not focus on what is close to him in space and time. With this, fully enlightened beings will all care about the same things. But Spinoza's argument for the claim that we should view the world sub specie aeternitatis is invalid, since his explanations of our attachment to the immediate and particular are wrong. For example, our love for individuals does not, as Spinoza suggests, depend on our failure to appreciate that a whole chain of causes lies behind the other's behaviour. Of course, the failure in his argument does not show that there is a confusion in the ideal. (Compare Plato.)

Knowledge of evil is inadequate: In Spinoza's vision, what I now see as an event involving a particular individual (eg the death of my child), located at a particular time and place, I will come to see as a timeless truth about the world to which I am related in an impersonal way. Spinoza suggests that when I come to think in this way I will no longer see anything as good or evil (IV.64+cor). But it is not clear why we should draw this conclusion, rather than the conclusion that I will see goods and evils more vividly everywhere.

The eternity of the mind (ii): V.38+Proof. V.31.Note .We must understand this through the claim that the human mind is the idea of the human body. This means: to the extent that I have an adequate understanding of something it is part of me; so, the more I have an adequate understanding of Nature as a whole, the less it is true that the destruction of this particular individual (ie what we normally think of as 'me') is the destruction of me. To the extent that I have a full understanding of things - to the extent that my attention is entirely absorbed by the world as a whole - my death will not be an issue for me since I (as we now understand this) will not be an issue for me. For Spinoza (in contrast with Descartes) eternal life is not something we automatically have, but something that we must strive to achieve: we have to become something other than an individual located at a particular point in time ie by identifying ourselves with the whole of Nature. (Though there is another sense in which Spinoza holds that it is an illusion to suppose that I ever was a distinct individual in the way I am inclined to suppose.)

Extracts
Man's lack of power to moderate and restrain the affects I call Bondage. For the man who is subject to affects is under the control, not of himself, but of fortune, in whose power he so greatly is that often, though he sees the better for himself, he is still forced to follow the worse. [IV.Preface]

By eternity I understand existence itself, insofar as it is conceived to follow necessarily from the definition alone of the eternal thing.


Exp.: For such existence, like the essence of a thing, is conceived as an eternal truth, and on that account cannot be explained by duration or time, even if the duration is conceived to be without beginning or end. [I.Def 8]

God is eternal, or all God's attributes are eternal. [I.19]

The human Mind cannot be absolutely destroyed with the Body, but something of it remains which is eternal. [V.23]

If we attend to the common opinion of men, we shall see that they are indeed conscious of the eternity of their Mind, but that they confuse it with duration, and attribute it to the imagination, or memory, which they believe remains after death. [V.34.Note]

Even if we did not know that our Mind is eternal, we would still regard as of the first importance Morality, Religion, and absolutely all the things we have shown (in Part IV) to be related to Tenacity and Nobility. [V.41]


Schol.: The usual conviction of the multitude seems to be different. For most people apparently believe that they are free to the extent that they are permitted to yield to their lust, and that they give up their right to the extent that they are bound to live according to the rule of the divine law. Morality, then, and Religion, and absolutely everything related to Strength of Character, they believe to be burdens, which they hope to put down after death, when they also hope to receive a reward for their bondage, that is, for their Morality and Religion. They are induced to live according to the rule of the divine law (as far as their weakness and lack of character allows) not only by this hope, but also, and especially, by the fear that they may be punished horribly after death. If men did not have this Hope and Fear, but believed instead that minds die with the body, and that the wretched, exhausted with the burden of Morality, cannot look forward to a life to come, they would return to their natural disposition, and would prefer to govern all their actions according to lust, and to obey fortune rather than themselves.


These opinions seem no less absurd to me than if someone, because he does not believe he can nourish his body with good food to eternity, should prefer to fill himself with poisons and other deadly things, or because he sees that the Mind is not eternal, or immortal, should prefer to be mindless, and to live without reason. These [common beliefs] are so absurd they are hardly worth mentioning. [V.41.Note]

Other things equal, the image of a future or past thing (i.e., of a thing we consider in relation to a future or past time, the present being excluded) is weaker than the image of a present thing; and consequently, an affect toward a future or past thing is milder, other things equal, than an affect toward a present thing. [IV.9.Corollary]

Insofar as the Mind conceives things from the dictate of reason, it is affected equally, whether the idea is of a future or past thing, or of a present one. [IV.62]


Dem.: Whatever the Mind conceives under the guidance of reason, it conceives under the same species of eternity, or necessity (by IIP44C2) and is affected with the same certainty (by IIP43 and P43S). So whether the idea is of a future or a past thing, or of a present one, the Mind conceives the thing with the same necessity and is affected with the same certainty. And whether the idea is of a future or a past thing or of a present one, it will nevertheless be equally true (by IIP41), i.e. (by IID4), it will nevertheless always have the same properties of an adequate idea. And so, insofar as the Mind conceives things from the dictate of reason, it is affected in the same way, whether the idea is of a future or a past thing, or of a present one, q.e.d. [IV.62.Proof]

We are affected more intensely toward a future thing which we imagine will quickly be present, than if we imagined the time when it will exist to be further from the present. We are also affected more intensely by the memory of a thing we imagine to be not long past, than if we imagined it to be long past. [IV.10]

But here it should be noted in addition that just as we can distinctly imagine distance of place only up to a certain limit, so also we can distinctly imagine distance of time only up to a certain limit. I.e., we usually imagine all those objects which are more than 200 feet away from us, or whose distance from the place where we are surpasses what we can distinctly imagine, to be equally far from us; we therefore usually imagine them as if they were in the same plane; in the same way, we imagine to be equally far from the present all those objects whose time of existing we imagine to be separated from the present by an interval longer than that we are used to imagining distinctly; so we relate them, as it were, to one moment of time. [IV.Preface]

Love is nothing but Joy with the accompanying idea of an external cause, and Hate is nothing but Sadness with the accompanying idea of an external cause. [III.13.Note]

Love or Hate--say, of Peter--is destroyed if the Sadness the Hate involves, or the Joy the Love involves, is attached to the idea of another cause, and each is diminished to the extent that we imagine that Peter was not its only cause. [III.48]

Given an equal cause of Love, Love toward a thing will be greater if we imagine the thing to be free than if we imagine it to be necessary. And similarly for Hate.   Note: From this it follows that because men consider themselves to be free, they have a greater Love or Hate toward one another than toward other things. [III.49]

Only insofar as men live according to the guidance of reason, must they always agree in nature. [IV.35]

The greatest good of those who seek virtue is common to all, and can be enjoyed by all equally. [IV.36]

The good which everyone who seeks virtue wants for himself, he also desires for other men; and this Desire is greater as his knowledge of God is greater. [IV.37]

We conceive things as actual in two ways: either insofar as we conceive them to exist in relation to a certain time and place, or insofar as we conceive them to be contained in God and to follow from the necessity of the divine nature. But the things we conceive in this second way as true, or real, we conceive under a species of eternity, and to that extent they involve the eternal and infinite essence of God. [V.29.Note]

Knowledge of evil is an inadequate knowledge.


Cor.: From this it follows that if the human Mind had only adequate ideas, it would form no notion of evil. [IV.64+Cor]

To this we may add what we have noted in P50S and in other places: a man strong in character considers this most of all, that all things follow from the necessity of the divine nature, and hence, that whatever he thinks is troublesome and evil, and moreover, whatever seems immoral, dreadful, unjust, and dishonorable, arises from the fact that he conceives the things themselves in a way that is disordered, mutilated, and confused. For this reason, he strives most of all to conceive things as they are in themselves, and to remove the obstacles to true knowledge, like Hate, Anger, Envy, Mockery, Pride, and the rest of the things we have noted in the preceding pages. [IV.73.Note]

The more the Mind understands things by the second and third kind of knowledge, the less it is acted on by affects which are evil, and the less it fears death.


Dem.: The Mind's essence consists in knowledge (by IIP11); therefore, the more the Mind knows things by the second and third kind of knowledge, the greater the part of it that remains (by P23 and P29) [V.38+Proof]

….. the Mind is eternal, insofar as it conceives things under a species of eternity ….. [V.31.Note]

But human power is very limited and infinitely surpassed by the power of external causes. So we do not have an absolute power to adapt things outside us to our use. Nevertheless, we shall bear calmly those things which happen to us contrary to what the principle of our advantage demands, if we are conscious that we have done our duty, that the power we have could not have extended itself to the point where we could have avoided those things, and that we are a part of the whole of nature, whose order we follow. If we understand this clearly and distinctly, that part of us which is defined by understanding, i.e., the better part of us, will be entirely satisfied with this, and will strive to persevere in that satisfaction. For insofar as we understand, we can want nothing except what is necessary, nor absolutely be satisfied with anything except what is true. Hence, insofar as we understand these things rightly, the striving of the better part of us agrees with the order of the whole of nature. [IV.Appendix 32]

There are, therefore, many things outside us which are useful to us, and on that account to be sought. Of these, we can think of none more excellent than those that agree entirely with our nature. For if, for example, two individuals of entirely the same nature are joined to one another, they compose an individual twice as powerful as each one. To man, then, there is nothing more useful than man. Man, I say, can wish for nothing more helpful to the preservation of his being than that all should so agree in all things that the Minds and Bodies of all would compose, as it were, one Mind and one Body; that all should strive together, as far as they can, to preserve their being; and that all, together, should seek for themselves the common advantage of all. [IV.18.Note]

This Love toward God cannot be tainted by an affect of Envy or Jealousy: instead, the more men we imagine to be joined to God by the same bond of Love, the more it is encouraged. [V. 20]

To make all of this still clearer, note that the foundation of all good and evil is love falling on a certain object. For whenever we do not love that object which alone is worthy of being loved, i.e. (as we have already said), God, but love those things which through their own kind and nature are corruptible, there follow necessarily from that hate, sadness, etc., according to the changes in the object loved (because the object is subject to many accidents, indeed to destruction itself). Hate: when someone takes the thing he loves away from him. Sadness: when he loses it. Love of Esteem: when he depends on love of himself. Favor and Gratitude: when he does not love his fellow man for the sake of God.

    If, on the other hand, a man comes to love God, who always is and remains immutable, it is impossible for him to fall into this bog of the passions. And therefore, we maintain it as a fixed and unshakeable rule, that God is the first and only cause of all our good, and one who frees us from all our evil. [Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being, 4]
Insofar as the Mind understands all things as necessary, it has a greater power over the affects, or is less acted on by them.


Schol.: The more this knowledge that things are necessary is concerned with singular things, which we imagine more distinctly and vividly, the greater is this power of the Mind over the affects, as  experience itself also testifies. For we see that Sadness over some good which has perished is lessened as soon as the man who has lost it realizes that this good could not, in any way, have been kept. Similarly, we see that no one pities infants because of their inability to speak, to walk, or to reason, or because they live so many years, as it were, unconscious of themselves. But if most people were born grown up, and only one or two were born infants, then everyone would pity the infants, because they would regard infancy itself, not as a natural and necessary thing, but as a vice of nature, or a sin. We could point out many other things along this line. [V.6 + Note]

If the human Body has once been affected by two or more bodies at the same time, then when the Mind subsequently imagines one of them, it will immediately recollect the others also. [II.18]

We have shown above that even though things do not exist, the Mind still imagines them always as present to itself, unless causes occur which exclude their present existence. [II.44.Note]

It is of the nature of Reason to perceive things under a certain species of eternity.


Dem.: It is of the nature of Reason to regard things as necessary and not as contingent (by P44). And it perceives this necessity of things truly (by P41), i.e. (by IA6), as it is in itself. But (by IP16) this necessity of things is the very necessity of God's eternal nature. Therefore, it is of the nature of Reason to regard things under this species of eternity. [II.44.Cor 2]

Insofar as it teaches us how we must bear ourselves concerning matters of fortune, or things which are not in our power, i.e., concerning things which do not follow from our nature--that we must expect and bear calmly both good fortune and bad. For all things follow from God's eternal decree with the same necessity as from the essence of a triangle it follows that its three angles are equal to two right angles. [II.49.Cor]

Acting absolutely from virtue is nothing else in us but acting, living, and preserving our being (these three signify the same thing) by the guidance of reason, from the foundation of seeking one's own advantage. [IV.24]

Knowledge of God is the Mind's greatest good; its greatest virtue is to know God. [IV.28]

[T]rue virtue is nothing but living according to the guidance of reason, and so lack of power consists only in this, that a man allows himself to be guided by things outside him, and to be determined by them to do what the common constitution of external things demands, not what his own nature, considered in itself, demands. [IV.37.Note I]

A free man thinks of nothing less than of death, and his wisdom is a meditation on life, not on death. [IV.68]

The more we understand singular things, the more we understand God. [V.24]

The greatest striving of the Mind, and its greatest virtue is understanding things by the third kind of knowledge. [V.25]

Whatever the Mind understands under a species of eternity, it understands not from the fact that it conceives the Body's present actual existence, but from the fact that it conceives the Body's essence under a species of eternity. [V.29]

