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Abstract

In this article, we examine three concepts—eternity, duration, and time—in
Spinoza’s philosophy, particularly in his Ethics. Contrary to most prominent
interpretations, the concept of eternity cannot be explained, either negatively or
positively, in relation to duration or time. Referring to Spinoza’s own texts, we
argue that, according to the criterion he sets for definitions, the definition of
anything necessarily involves its essence and cause. Eternity, as an existence that
follows from the definition itself, is therefore necessary, since both the cause and
the essence necessarily affirm the existence of the thing. Eternity cannot be
explained through duration, because durational existence—unlike eternal
existence—is determined by factors external to the definition of the thing. Duration
is the continuity of a thing’s existence, and every finite being, by virtue of its
essence, demands an unlimited duration. Yet, since the cause of a finite thing is
always another finite thing, this duration cannot be determined through the
definition of the thing itself and is constantly threatened by other finite beings.
Nevertheless, duration can be understood in two ways: on the one hand, as the
unlimited and continuous persistence of existence; and on the other, in an abstract
sense, as a particular kind of quantity. Time is nothing but duration, insofar as it is
viewed through imagination and from a finite standpoint, that is, when it has
become determined as a kind of quantity.
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Introduction

The inquiry focuses on three related concepts in Spinoza’s Ethics: eternity, duration, and time. These
notions remain among the most obscure in his philosophy, and the variety of interpretations over the
centuries has produced significant confusion. Two general tendencies dominate the history of
interpretation: some regard Spinoza’s eternity as identical with unlimited duration, while others take it
to mean existence free from temporal relations. The first view corresponds to an Aristotelian sense of
eternity, the second to a Platonic one.

To clarify these concepts, the analysis turns directly to Spinoza’s own texts and reconstructs their
meaning through the fundamental notions that structure his philosophy. The concepts of eternity,
duration, and time can be understood only in their mutual relation and in connection with more basic
notions such as definition, cause, and essence. The discussion therefore proceeds in three parts: the
first examines eternity through definition, cause, existence, and essence; the second explains duration
through existence and essence; and the third considers time in relation to imagination and memory.

1. Eternity

In E1D8, Spinoza defines eternity as “existence itself, insofar as it is conceived to follow necessarily
from the definition of an eternal thing.” Eternity thus signifies existence that proceeds necessarily
from the definition of the thing. Understanding this definition requires clarifying what Spinoza means
by definition and how a definition can involve existence.

Spinoza distinguishes between two kinds of definition: one concerning things known through
experience, and another that is proposed purely by reason. The first must correspond to experience; the
second is valid only insofar as it can be conceived. For Spinoza, a proper definition does not merely
describe the essence of a thing but must also contain its efficient cause. In Letter 60, he illustrates this
with his preferred definition of a circle—as a space generated by a line one end of which is fixed while
the other moves—showing that the definition must include both the essence and the productive
process of the thing.

Spinoza’s understanding of cause includes efficient, immanent, and transitive causes; God, as
absolutely infinite substance, is an immanent cause, producing all things within himself. Essence, on
the other hand, cannot be defined because it is the very condition of all definition. It is not a separate
or universal entity but the thing itself, existing in a mutual relation with it: the thing cannot exist or be
conceived without its essence, nor the essence without the thing.

From these notions it follows that a true definition contains both essence and cause. Existence that
proceeds from such a definition is therefore necessary and eternal. Eternity, therefore, cannot be
understood through duration or time, because unlike durational existence, it is independent of external
causes. God’s existence, in whom essence and existence are one (E1P20), is eternal; the attributes that
express God’s essence are likewise eternal. Infinite modes proceeding directly or indirectly from
God’s nature are also eternal, because their cause—contained in their definition—is an eternal
attribute of God. Finite modes, though eternal in their essence as expressions of divine attributes,
possess durational existence that depends on other finite beings.

2. Duration

In E2D5, duration is defined as “an indefinite continuation of existing.” It refers to an existence that,
unlike eternity, is not determined by the essence or efficient cause of the thing. Every singular thing
depends on another singular thing as its cause, and therefore its duration cannot be derived from its
own definition.

In E2P30, Spinoza explains that knowledge of the body’s duration is incomplete because its
existence results from an unlimited chain of finite causes. Beyond the infinite eternal things
proceeding necessarily from God’s nature, there exists another unlimited chain of finite beings related
by causal dependence—a chain internal to God but not identical with his absolute nature. Because the
causal order of durational things is unlimited, complete knowledge of them is impossible, and from
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this limitation arises the category of possibility. Finite things are called possible and perishable
because their duration cannot be known through their definition.

In E3P7 and E3P8, Spinoza connects duration to essence and power (conatus): “The striving by
which each thing endeavors to persist in its being is nothing but its actual essence.” Every finite being
strives indefinitely to preserve its existence. This striving corresponds to its essence, which is a degree
of divine power. Because the essence of a thing necessarily affirms its existence, each being demands
an unlimited duration; yet its existence is always threatened by other finite beings, since its cause is
itself finite. The result is a field of continual tension and conflict among finite things, in which each
strives to persist while being endangered by others.

Duration can therefore be understood in two ways: first, as the undetermined and continuous
persistence of existence when viewed through the divine order; second, as a kind of quantity, when
conceived abstractly from a finite perspective. The latter sense arises when duration is grasped
imaginatively, which gives rise to the concept of time.

3. Time

Spinoza does not provide an explicit definition of time, but in E2P44S he explains that the imagination
is its source. Time is imagined because some bodies are imagined as moving faster or slower than
others. It is not an objective feature of reality but a mode of thinking, dependent on the way
imagination and memory order ideas.

Imagination occurs when the human body is affected by external bodies and the mind conceives
those bodies as actually present. Because this cognition depends on bodily affections, it is confused
and partial. Memory is the connection of imaginative ideas according to the order of bodily affections.
When the mind imagines one idea, it immediately recalls the others associated with it.

From this associative process arise the notions of past and future. Spinoza illustrates this with the
example of a child who saw Peter in the morning, Paul at noon, and Simon in the evening. The next
morning, when seeing the rising sun, the child imagines the entire sequence of the previous day and
therefore imagines Paul and Simon as belonging to the future. When such associations vary—for
example, when the child sometimes sees Simon and sometimes James in the evening—the imagination
hesitates, and both appear as possible. Thus, the ideas of temporal succession and possibility originate
from the fluctuation of imagination, which reflects the incompleteness of human knowledge.

Time is therefore nothing but duration viewed through imagination and memory. In the Letter on
the Infinite (Letter 12), Spinoza states that measure, number, and time are merely modes of
imagination; none of them can be infinite. Duration itself, as the continuity of existence, is
undetermined and indivisible, but when conceived imaginatively it becomes limited and divisible. To
suppose that duration is composed of discrete moments is like constructing a number by adding zeros.

4. Conclusion

Eternity, duration, and time correspond to distinct orders of being and orders of knowledge, with the
eternal order, in which things follow necessarily from God’s absolute nature and are comprehended
only through reason—sub specie aeternitatis, and the durational order, in which finite beings depend
on one another through external causes. This durational order can be understood either rationally, as
the continuous expression of divine power, or imaginatively, as divided and successive, producing the
abstraction of time.

Eternity belongs to the realm of necessity and reason; duration mediates between necessity and
contingency; and time, as a product of imagination, represents the finite and fragmented apprehension
of continuous existence. To see things under the aspect of eternity is to perceive them according to the
order of reason, where every being is a necessary expression of divine nature; to perceive them
temporally is to see them through imagination, as contingent and finite. Eternity expresses necessity,
duration expresses persistence, and time expresses the imagined form of that persistence.
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1. Sub specie aeternitatis
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