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Because of its abstruse nature, the infinite escapes an unambiguous understanding,
for which reason | believe an approach from different perspectives would offer interesting
insights. Although the concept of infinity involves many possible approaches (see chapter
1), I have focused here on two theories which describe the nature of infinity as harmonious
order of determinate elements, in actual and continuous manifestations, and denying the
validity of a temporal and spatial perspective in any endeavor to understand its nature.

One is a theory focusing on the ethical existence of man — Spinoza’s theory of the
eternity of the mind — (chapter 2), considered in terms of a-temporal knowledge. The other
is a mathematical theory — Cantor’s set theory (chapter 3), interested in extending the number
into the infinite, establishing the nature of the continuum, or offering a new foundation for
mathematics. The first is an expression of a specific theory of the mind, based on
metaphysics and physics, the other became the foundations of mathematics and involves
(explicitly or implicitly) elements of the unique form of Spinoza’s philosophy.

The purpose of this paper is to emphasize the constitutive function of the idea of
order and the fact that both Spinoza and Cantor maintain the possibility of comprehending
the nature of the (actual) infinite by a process of ordering or harmonizing the parts into a
consistent whole. Besides its role in the constitution of a philosophical and mathematical
theory, the infinite proves itself fundamental in the configuration of method.

| examine what | consider to be the building blocks of their theories, trying to
emphasize that the common thread among these different developments is the idea of order,
understood in terms of ethical transformation (as intellectual order) in the case of Spinoza,
and the constitution of a consistent theory of sets using some unifying concepts such as well-
ordering, set, power and ordinal, in the case of Cantor.

With the exception of an article, | did not find an extended account of these two
thinkers taken together, foe which reason | also discuss (in the fourth chapter) fundamental
consequences of their thinking and under common frameworks. | start by analyzing the
possible connection between Spinoza’s concept of mode and Cantor’s idea of set, and then
the possibility of, and the kind of relation existing between the finite and the infinite. |
suggest that they meet in the way they are dealing with specific concepts and problems: the
one and the many, the idea of unity, coherence, limit, determination, causality, or the nature
of reality and the best method to understand it. Both theories accept that there are ontological,
epistemological, ethical and mathematical differences involved by the idea of the (actual)

infinite and to try to understand what exactly one could understand by these differences.



Besides being cause for all determinations and limits, the concept of infinity can be
conceived of as a method for a radical change of perspective, among different
determinations, or levels of determination, implying conceptual jumps (the diagonal
argument, the power set), a ‘liminal’ perspective and the constitution of certain orders in
relation to specific causalities. The last aspect also involves a criterion which can be God,
Substance, Nature, the Absolute infinite.

By offering a new reading of Spinoza’s theory of the eternity of the mind and locating
Cantor’s work in a more general, philosophical framework, especially related to Spinoza’s
philosophy, | hope that new perspectives on infinity in general, and of knowledge in
particular, would become possible and acceptable.
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